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            INTRODUCTION: SECOND EDITION

         

         At the time of his death on 2 December 1985, Philip Larkin was the best-loved and the most critically acclaimed poet in Great Britain. He was also the unofficial Poet Laureate: much quoted in the media, despite always refusing to give public readings or to make public appearances. It was – it still is – easy to see why. The familiar language and syntax of his poems, their ambition to speak from and about ‘ordinary’ life, and their tendency to aspire to the condition of epigram (‘What will survive of us is love’, ‘Books are a load of crap’, ‘Nothing, like something, happens anywhere’, ‘Life is first boredom, then fear’, ‘They fuck you up, your mum and dad’) made them at once approachable and memorable. But the approbation came at a price, in the sense that it over-simplified and sometimes actually distorted the character of Larkin’s work. The more surprising elements of his style (its debt to French Symbolist poetry, for instance) were ignored; the intensity of his ‘true-blue’ political allegiance (‘I adore Mrs Thatcher’) was softened; and his dread of mortality (‘Only one ship is seeking us’) was generalised and in the process diminished. Article by article, quote by quote, the withdrawn and sceptical ‘hermit of Hull’ was gradually moulded into a slightly more prickly version of John Betjeman, the ‘peoples’ poet’ and a national treasure. At his Memorial Service on Valentine’s Day 1986, the enormous nave of Westminster Abbey was filled to overflowing with his admirers.

         By the time this service was held, his trustee and long-term companion Monica Jones had already asked one of his literary executors, Anthony Thwaite, to edit his Collected  Poems  and an edition of Selected  Letters, and invited the other – me – to write his biography. (I had recently published The  Lamberts,  a biography of Constant Lambert, his father and his son, which Monica had read.) We all agreed that my book should be the last of the three to be published. For his edition of the poems (1988), Thwaite brought together a large amount of previously unknown and uncollected work from Larkin’s notebooks and a few magazines. This dramatically altered the established picture of Larkin’s oeuvre – as did Thwaite’s decision to print the poems in order of composition, rather than preserving the integrity of Larkin’s three ‘mature’ collections (The Less  Deceived,  The  Whitsun  Weddings  and High  Windows) and following them with an appendix of previously uncollected work. He had written much more than people knew; he was more obviously and devotedly a ‘writer’ (the word Monica had chosen to put on his gravestone) than his career as a librarian had seemed to suggest; and he was a different kind of artist: not so much costive as stringently self-selecting. Although some of the previously uncollected work was distinguished (‘An April Sunday brings the snow’, ‘Love Again’, and ‘The Mower’ from the notebooks, and ‘Aubade’, which had previously appeared in the Times  Literary  Supplement), the bulk of it proved Larkin’s good judgement in choosing what to print in his three individual volumes.

         There was some grumbling in reviews and elsewhere about this 1988 edition of the poems, precisely because its arrangement destroyed the distinction between ‘best’ and ‘less good’ that Larkin had so carefully created. It was followed in 2003 by a differently organised Collected  Poems, also edited by Thwaite, which preserved the structure of the three mature collections and printed other work in two appendices. This in turn was followed in 2008 by a Selected  Poems  edited by Martin Amis, and, in 2012, by a significantly expanded edition of The  Complete  Poems  edited with a commentary by Archie Burnett. This meant that all sensible and significant editorial permutations had been made available.

         While readers appreciated the insight that Thwaite’s 1988 edition gave into Larkin’s productivity and his ‘professionalism’, they might also have noticed a deepening rancour in his later poems. But his reputation as a loveable kind of Eeyore survived the book. The Selected  Letters  (1992) destroyed it. Larkin was widely praised for his energy as a correspondent, for his depiction of a very subtle yet colourful interior world, for his thoughts about other writers, for his sense of humour both subtle and extravagant, for his bursts of tenderness, and for his skill as a cartoonist; he was also fiercely criticised for misogynistic, xenophobic and racist passages in the letters, for his apparently deceitful treatment of girlfriends, and for seeming altogether more selfish and intolerant than anyone had suspected. Some of the criticism was well-founded. Some was over the top. Most of it ignored the fact that the story of a writer’s life is not inevitably the whole story of their work. But the damage was done. A shining national monument had been shown to have feet of clay. There was a widespread sense of disappointment – even of anger: articles appeared in the newspapers that spoke of banning his books from libraries and reading lists.

         Then, a year later in 1993, came my biography. From the outset, when Monica gave me Larkin’s address book and told me ‘the names of all the people you need to talk to are in there’, then pointed me upstairs in his house in Hull where I found enormous quantities of his correspondence filed in shoeboxes, I had decided that candour would be the best policy. I knew from other cases that when literary estates and/or biographers try to withhold information about a writer, it only serves to inflame curiosity and provoke harmful guesswork. I also felt that it would be right and proper to tell in plain terms the story of a man who himself had believed very firmly in the value of plain speaking. Like it or not, one of the most striking aspects of Larkin’s letters is their lack of hesitation (for reasons of tact etc.) in saying exactly what he thought and felt. Sometimes this unhinderedness contains an element of liberal-baiting. Sometimes it is a kind of joke. Sometimes it is simply a frank expression of opinion or attitude. But in all cases it is proof of honest self-reporting. I never doubted that his poems – their depth and complexity, including the depth and complexity of the ways in which they depart from certain attitudes that he adopted in his daily life – would eventually survive whatever hits his reputation as a man might take.

         Following the reception of the Selected  Letters,  I knew that some of these hits would be heavy, and that some would land on me. As it turned out, most reviewers – by this stage well acquainted with the more rebarbative aspects of Larkin’s personality – made pretty clear distinctions between life and work, perhaps partly because they now had a clearer sense of the overall shape of both. I felt relieved about this, of course. While wanting to write a book that contained the mixture of literary, psychological, emotional and narrative skills that are essential to all good biography, I had also felt acutely aware of my responsibility – as Larkin’s first biographer – to give an accurate chronology of his life, and to include as much evidence as possible from his friends and acquaintances who might themselves not be alive for much longer.

         In other words, my aim in the biography was to present as complete a picture of Larkin as possible, and to allow readers to make up their own minds about what to like and what to dislike. But I also wanted to demolish the idea that Larkin was only grouchy like Eeyore was grouchy, that he was a ‘Sunday painter’ kind of poet, and that the fears and yearnings  of his poems were expressions of a basically complacent personality. I wanted him to appear as the occasionally salty, selfish, vulgar, intolerant, difficult and ‘fucked up’ person that he knew himself to be, as well as the brilliantly observant, emotionally truth-telling, formally marvellous, amusing, romantic, tender and sometimes uproarious person that he was also capable of being. Furthermore, I wanted to dramatise the tussle between these different aspects of his personality, and to make their contest central to my account of his struggle with the question of whether to choose ‘perfection of the life or of the work’.

         Not everyone thought I got the balance right. Kingsley and Martin Amis, for instance, both wrote protectively about their friend, and accused me of complaining too much about some of Larkin’s attitudes and interests – about his liking for pornography, especially. I don’t need to say any more about that here: my intentions, and the extent to which they were and were not fulfilled, are evident in the pages that follow this Introduction. But a question remains about how much my findings have been challenged or corrected by material that has come to light, or by interpretations that have been made, since I published my book twenty-five years ago.

         One thing is obvious. A great many more pages of Larkin’s writing have been printed during this time. Not just pages of poems (Early  Poems and  Juvenilia,  ed. A. T. Tolley, 2005, and the Burnett edition of 2012.), but of his shorter prose pieces (Further  Requirements,  ed. Thwaite, 2001), his undergraduate lesbian romances (Trouble  at  Willow  Gables  and  Other Fictions,  ed. James Booth, 2002), and his letters (Letters  to  Monica,  ed. Thwaite, 2010, and Letters  Home:  1936–1977,  ed. Booth, 2018). The effect has been to expand enormously, and possibly even complete, the process begun by Thwaite’s first edition of the poems. The image that Larkin cultivated during his lifetime of being an almost reluctant writer has been replaced by one that shows him to have had his pen in his hand, writing in one form or another, whenever possible.

         In the process, a wealth of new information has emerged. Not so as to change the overall shape of Larkin’s life that I described in my book. Rather to give this shape more depth and detail. In this respect Letters to  Monica  and Letters  Home  are especially valuable, the first because it contains some of his best – as well as his most barbed – writing, and fleshes out one of his most important relationships; the second because it gives us a palpable sense of that most elusive part of Larkin’s life, his childhood. Larkin himself often disparaged his own childhood (‘a forgotten boredom’) as well as other children he had known, and – by implication – children in general (‘their noise, their nastiness, their boasting, their back-answers, their cruelty, their silliness’). He also used to say that he hurried through the opening sections of any biography he was reading, because he doubted whether early years had much effect on those that followed. Yet he also admitted – in his late and uncollected poem ‘Love Again’ – that the influence on him of his own childhood was profound. The startling phrase that he uses to describe it is: ‘violence / A long way back’.

         Letters  Home  helps us to understand what he meant. On the one hand Larkin’s letters to his parents – his mother, mainly, since his father died in 1946 – are impressively loyal, devoted, trouble-taking and considerate. Their remarkable extent – apart from anything they actually say – is proof of these things. At the same time, they are pot-bound, filled with trivialities, and in certain respects a vast proof of immaturity. It’s hard not to conjure from them the picture of Larkin as someone who even in later life still behaved like the spoiled adolescent only son, bashing away on his drums in his bedroom, repudiating his parents and their suffocatingly small world while remaining dependent on its securities and practical support. This, combined with occasional racist outbursts, can make the letters very off-putting. But there’s no denying that they help us to see more clearly the foundations of Larkin’s life. They confirm that his mother was as much or more of a muse for him as anyone else. In ways that he often found irritatingly adhesive, she kept him in sight of the everyday things that nourished his poems. Although the stream of his poetry ran only sluggishly in her last few years, it dwindled to nothing soon after her death.

         As well as bringing this significant increase in primary sources, the last twenty-five years have also seen an enormous increase in the volume of academic writing about Larkin. Some of this has shed a bright light on hitherto neglected aspects of his work: John Osborne, for instance, has written cleverly about Larkin’s interest in photography, and the ways in which image-making of one kind or another is handled in his poems. There has also been a new biography, Philip  Larkin:  Life,  Art  and  Love (2015), by James Booth, and a good deal of biographical mapping by the Larkin Society based in his home town of Hull. All this provides further proof that Larkin’s reputation has survived the storm of controversy that followed his death, and is now sailing into posterity in a manner that befits his status as a major poet. The lights and shades of his character and achievement are a matter for debate; the essential quality and significance of his best work is not in doubt.

         And yet, I have to admit that I did leave something out of my biography – something that hardly amounts to a ‘big secret’. When I was writing it in the late 1980s and early 1990s, I thought it would be intrusive if I were to introduce myself as a character, and therefore gave no description of the friendship I had with Larkin during the last nine years of his life. I told myself I was present everywhere in the book anyway – as the shaper-interpreter-selector of the material I had collected, and also as the supplier of occasional quotations and opinions that derived from my conversations with Larkin. Twenty-five years later, and within the safe zone of this Introduction, I feel differently. I feel that I can now do as I expected my original interviewees to do, and deliver my memories of Larkin before I forget them or die.

         I first came across his poems as a schoolboy in the late 1960s, when I began taking English A level and my teacher Peter Way asked our class to talk about ‘Wires’ and ‘At Grass’. At the time I had no great interest in poems, but I was curious, partly because (as a country boy) I thought these two both had a mistake in them. ‘Wires’ says the electric current running through cattle-fencing has a ‘muscle-shredding violence’ (if this were true, the countryside would be strewn with the bodies of incapacitated cows and farm-workers); and in the evening of ‘At Grass’ a ‘groom’s boy’ comes to collect a horse from a field carrying ‘bridles’ rather than a much more probable halter.

         Far from putting me off, these glitches humanised the poems and made me warm to them. At the same time, I felt immediately drawn to their sound world, which seemed at once airy and sombre, and to their clarity. I could see what they meant, and that was a new pleasure in my experience of poetry. Peter Way’s enthusiasm for Larkin also played a part. When he noticed me enjoying these two pieces, he leant me his own copy of The Less  Deceived  (1955). I was particularly impressed by the fact that he had cut from a magazine, and glued inside the front cover, a more recent poem that Larkin subsequently collected in The  Whitsun  Weddings  (1964). It was the first time I’d seen anyone care enough about poems to do such a thing.

         I bought my own copies of these two books before I left school, and by the time High  Windows  came out in 1974, when I was at Oxford reading English, Larkin was firmly installed as my favourite living poet. The other best-known contemporaries – R. S. Thomas, Robert Lowell, Elizabeth Bishop, Ted Hughes, Sylvia Plath, Thom Gunn, Seamus Heaney – had also become important to me. But Larkin spoke to me more directly than any of them. Although his landscapes were often more urban or suburban than those I knew best, his poems persuaded me that we lived in the same world. When they encapsulated a truth that he expected to be universally acknowledged, I did acknowledge it. Despite the differences in our ages (I was thirty years younger than him), I recognised the mixture of yearning and disappointment that seemed to lie at the foundation of his writing.

         Of course I had no clear idea of what his own life might actually be like. Neither, apparently, did anybody else; Larkin himself made sure of that. Although his poems, a few interviews, and the dust-jackets of his books revealed that he had been born in Coventry, read English at Oxford, and since then had worked as a librarian, he had evidently always kept himself to himself. This was part of his appeal of course, since it shrouded what might be – for all that anyone knew – a dull existence in veils of mystery. Enough mystery, at any rate, to make me jump at the chance to work at the University of Hull, where Larkin had run the Brynmor Jones Library since 1955, when I completed my graduate work at Oxford in 1976 and saw a job advertised there. I’d never lived north of Oxford, I knew no one in the whole of Yorkshire, let alone Hull itself, and I would be spending more time teaching nineteenth-century prose than twentieth-century poetry. But never mind: there was a greater chance that I’d meet Larkin in Hull than anywhere else. I applied, was offered a position as a lecturer, and happily accepted.

         As soon as I arrived in Hull my new colleagues in the English department told me that I should now consider myself one of the more deceived. Larkin really was a hermit. He disliked virtually everyone who worked for the university, and especially those in my department, because he thought we talked nonsense about poetry (by nonsense he meant structuralism). And they weren’t exaggerating. For the first few months of my first term, despite a certain amount of time spent lingering in his library, or dilly-dallying along the ‘Great White Way’ that ran outside his office windows, he remained as elusive as any Yeti. Then my head of department, John Chapple, took pity on me and offered to introduce me to him one lunch-time in the university staff bar.

         Over the years I’d seen plenty of photographs of Larkin, and had a clear picture of him in my mind: owl-faced, ‘death-suited’, and balding. And when I first clapped eyes on him he was indeed all these things, but much taller and bulkier than I expected – to the extent that when we shook hands (his skin was rather moist) he seemed to loom over me like an enormous shadow, cupping one ear with his free hand to compensate for his deafness. The effect, combined with a watch-chain stretched across his waistcoat (surprisingly formal) and a glimpse of red socks (surprisingly informal), and the almost stifling nervousness I felt at being in his presence, rendered me pretty well speechless. Larkin was fifty-five – a year younger than my father but in appearance and manner much older-looking. I was twenty-three and suddenly as uncertain as I had been as a schoolboy.

         It was not an auspicious first contact, and might easily have meant we talked stiltedly for a few minutes, then went our separate ways. But after a minute or two Larkin took a large swig from his beer glass, only to find most of it going down his throat the wrong way. This meant that instead of standing there disabled by admiration, I was suddenly pounding him on the back to help him get his breath back. He put down his glass and took off his glasses to wipe his eyes; there was a sore patch of skin either side of his nose. It made him seem almost pitifully unshelled. I thought he must look like this when he was asleep.

         When he recovered we began talking more easily – the mishap had destroyed the ice of politeness. Now there was Hull university-chat (I was still too new to know most of the people he mentioned), Oxford-chat (it struck me that he was a bit of a snob about Oxford, and liked that I’d been a student there rather than anywhere else), poetry-chat (he approved of my having written my thesis about Edward Thomas), and a bit of life-chat: I was alone in Hull, seeing my then-wife Joanna on alternate weekends. He seemed to approve of that too, and said he had a similar arrangement ‘with Monica’, whose name I recognised as the dedicatee of The  Less  Deceived.  At some point he asked me what my father did for his work. ‘He’s a brewer,’ I told him. His face lit up, as though this proved I came from stock that produced something – alcohol – that people really wanted, rather than something – poetry – they could take or leave.

         I ended this first encounter assuming we would next see each other when we happened to coincide in the staff bar – but another and different sort of meeting took place almost immediately. The local paper, the Hull Daily  Mail,  decided it wanted to celebrate the opening of the Humber Bridge with a two-part poetry competition (one part for children, one for adults), and invited us to be the judges. Despite Larkin’s reluctance to have anything to do with ‘poetry business’, he said yes – perhaps feeling that he had now lived in Hull for so long (twenty-one years), it would be churlish to decline.

         I expected him to suggest we did the work in his office in the library. Instead, he invited me round to his home at 105 Newland Park one evening after supper. I forget the exact date – it would have been sometime in December 1976 – but not my first impressions of his house. It was a large box built of pale local brick (surprisingly large for a single person who apparently had no intention of inviting guests to make use of the spare room), with an ugly garage door dominating the view of the front, and a severely pollarded tree standing guard. As I parked my car in the quiet street outside, I found it hard to believe the place has been chosen as home by someone whose poems showed that he cared a great deal about beauty of various kinds. Then I reminded myself how often the same poems decided that beauty – like the chance of a happier life – was for complicated reasons generally not available to the ‘I’ that created them.

         I hesitated a moment on the doorstep. Crossing anyone’s threshold for the first time is a significant step; in this instance, given Larkin’s reputation as a hermit, it felt especially so. Then I rang the bell, and the Larkin that opened the door was the same and not the same man that I had seen a few days before. Still taller and heavier than I expected, still imposing, but younger-looking, fresher, and a great deal more relaxed: he had his jacket off, his top button undone, and a big glass of white wine in one hand. With the other, making a flipper-ish gesture that I later came to associate strongly with him, he ushered me left through the hall, past the diagonally-slanting stairs at the foot of which hung an ornamental plate inscribed with the words ‘Prepare to meet thy God’. It occurred to me that this must be one of the first things Larkin saw when he came downstairs every morning.

         Then we were in his sitting room. Soft side lights and a standard lamp by a G-plan chair in the far corner – the chair where he later told me he used to sit in the evenings, writing poems on a wooden board he rested across the bare wooden arms. Dark green William Morris wallpaper. Paler green fitted carpet. Bookshelves on the facing wall, either side of a burbling gas fire. A large white-faced clock above the fire, with black numbers and a red second hand that trembled slightly after each movement. A pretty watercolour on the wall above the sofa where I was obviously supposed to sit – a Rowlandson, it turned out, showing cows lying in the shade of a small copse. Long curtains, also in a Morris pattern, shielding French windows and the garden beyond. To the right of these, a small free-standing, glass-fronted bookcase that seemed to be filled with notebooks. Beyond that, a shadowy side room, where I could see the dark screen of a television, and a half-open door that led through to a kitchen. Everything felt snug, thoughtfully done, and orderly. Much later, when I knew that Larkin’s love-talk with Monica involved a good many references to rabbits and other small furry creatures, I realised that he had wanted to make the room feel like a burrow. Or at least, as he said to me one day, ‘like a woodland glade’.

         We got through the poetry-judging pretty quickly, with Larkin rising to his feet at several points to fill our glasses, and at one to announce (giving a little caper) that the entries proved his theory that poetry by children was generally better than poetry by adults, and that he should have entered the competition himself. How about: ‘I put my luncheon in the fridge / And go and look at Member Bridge’? By the end of the evening, when I patted my car on the bonnet and asked it to take me back to my own flat, I thought there was a good chance Larkin and I might become friends.

         For the remainder of what turned out to be my three years in Hull, we met at regular-irregular intervals, either in the staff bar at lunchtime, or at his house in the evening, or (after my wife Joanna had moved up to Hull in 1977), in the house that she and I rented and made our home. In Newland Park Larkin and I sometimes read aloud from the favourite books that he kept closest to his chair (Hardy and Wilfred Owen and Christina Rossetti among them), or listened to jazz and the audio recordings he had made of passages from Shakespeare and others. In our house, Joanna and I sometimes invited friends to meet him: a very few from the university that he let it be known he liked (usually Marion Shaw in the English department), and some from Oxford and elsewhere when they came to visit – Alan Hollinghurst, Blake Morrison and Craig Raine.

         A lot of our talk was about trivial and now-forgotten university business, or about university colleagues: I think Larkin enjoyed my knowing the issues and people involved, but trusted that I stood a little away from it all. A lot was about poetry – not so much discussions of theory and practice, but enthusiastic agreements about people we admired. Sometimes it was confiding: he talked a little about the complications of his lives with Monica and with Maeve Brennan, a colleague in Larkin’s library who was also a girlfriend, and I told him something of my own circumstances. ‘Are you drinking enough?’ he asked me gently on one such occasion. ‘I find a glass of port at breakfast is very comforting.’ ‘Probably not enough,’ I told him – though slightly warily. It was clear that Larkin himself was drinking a great deal; his skin was sweaty and waxy-looking, and he often complained about the difficulties of keeping his weight down, and of the embarrassment (as he considered it) of having to buy his clothes at High and Mighty as a result.

         When our get-togethers coincided with visits from Monica, she would of course be a part of these conversations, often – to start with at least – focusing on writers and writing as though to test me. What did I think about Walter Scott (a favourite of hers, whom I was fortunately teaching at the time)? Did I like Crabbe (as an East Anglian, I did). Was the 1850 version of Wordsworth’s The  Prelude  really inferior to the 1805 version? Most of the time Larkin concentrated on the people he had already praised in essays – Hardy again, William Barnes, John Betjeman, Stevie Smith – and in each case he spoke of them more as friends than ‘subjects’. Hardy, in particular, he always mentioned with an almost intimate fondness, showing me one day that he had ‘TH’s birthday’ written on the appropriate page of his pocket diary (2 June). Sometimes, though, he surprised me. One lunchtime he launched into passionate approval of Auden’s poems pre-1939, quoting from memory a long passage from (of all things, I thought at the time) ‘Letter to a Wound’. One evening he spoke with equally vehement affection about Oscar Wilde, telling me the story of how a recently bereaved woman had been comforted by a visit from Wilde, and briefly made to laugh despite her unhappiness. It seemed, among other things, a way for Larkin to tell me what a high value he put on the idea of art as consolation.

         None of this is to say our friendship was ever completely rounded. For one thing, I soon discovered that to an unusual degree Larkin divided his life into discreet compartments: Hull-friends; London-friends (Kingsley Amis, his closest male friend since university, never came to Hull in all the thirty years that Larkin lived there); Oxford-friends (most of them made or confirmed during his time at All Souls, where he was appointed Visiting Fellow while working on his Oxford  Book  of  Twentieth  Century  English Verse  during the early 1970s). Further separations existed in his love life – chiefly between Monica and Maeve. Betty Mackereth, the ‘loaf-haired secretary’ in the library with whom he also had an affair, was considered by Monica to be less of a threat: Monica later told me that she was worried Larkin might marry Maeve; she knew he wouldn’t marry Betty.

         Given all this, I felt sure there must be walks of Larkin’s life that I knew nothing about. Furthermore, we both realised there were irreconcilable differences between our politics and suchlike. I was a member of the Labour Party, enjoyed travelling abroad, and wanted to have a family one day. He ‘adored’ Mrs Thatcher, shrank from the idea of ‘abroad’, and told me gleefully that he sometimes ended his letters to Amis not with ‘love’ or some such endearment, but with ‘fuck Oxfam’. Early in our friendship, we silently agreed to avoid all such subjects, and concentrate instead on the things we had in common.

         So it was a friendship with holes in it. And not only that. Although I knew Larkin when he published his collected interviews and prose pieces in Required  Writing  in 1983 (which to me and others he inscribed with the phrase ‘crumbs from a poor man’s table’), I barely knew him as a ‘practising poet’. High  Windows  had appeared two years before I arrived in Hull, and every time I asked him whether he had anything new on the stocks, he would sigh and shake his head, then give me a look that made me feel that if I ever admitted to writing anything myself, he would consider it extravagant. ‘I’m a chicken with no egg to lay,’ he told me. ‘It’s a sorrow, but not a crushing sorrow. Rather like going bald.’

         Except once. Soon after his mother’s death in 1977, which he mentioned with a mixture of sorrow and relief (and an admission that he had ‘prayed for her’), he said he had found a way to finish a poem that had been stalled for years; I would soon be able to read it in the Times  Literary Supplement.  It was his bleak late masterpiece ‘Aubade’. The subject of this poem was hardly a surprise; Larkin had seldom taken his eyes off death, the ‘black-/ Sailed familiar’, since he began writing as a schoolboy. But the tone in this new poem was plainer than any he had used before: ‘In time the curtain-edges will grow light. / Till then I see what’s really always there: / Unresting death, a whole day nearer now, / Making all thought impossible but how / And where and when I shall myself die.’ When we first met after the publication of the poem, which occurred during the winter vacation of 1977, and I told him that ‘Aubade’ had come close to spoiling my Christmas, he gave a rueful laugh and said ‘Well yes, but it’s true.’

         I knew he thought this, of course. For most people the sense of impending death exists as a dimly remembered certainty, which occasionally lurches into full view. For Larkin it was a close and continual presence: horrific, and constantly replenishing its capacity to be so. I saw it in him continually, sometimes as naked dread, sometimes as a steady melancholy underlying surface politeness, sometimes as a rather desperate dinging to distractions (the ‘toad work’, or ‘People or drink’), and sometimes as a distracting enthusiasm for the pleasures of life. Listening to jazz. Reading favourite poets. Watching cricket or rugby on the television – with the sound turned up very loud so that he could hear, and his pot plant fairly bouncing around on top of the set. When I think of him in this vein, I remember him one day snatching from my mantelpiece a bookmark on which was inscribed Logan Pearsall Smith’s remark, ‘People say that life is the thing, but I prefer reading’; he threw it down in a little fit of anger, protesting that nothing is more important than life.

         It was for these sorts of reasons that it felt right to avoid making Larkin seem a comfortable sort of figure, when the time came to write his biography. He was capable of great tenderness, but his death-dread was ferocious, just as his other fears, likings, dislikings, prejudices and tender yearnings were also very intense. Although, having said that, I never did think during my time in Hull that I might one day write his life. For one thing it would have seemed presumptuous. For another, it would have destroyed the mood of our friendship, if he had ever thought I was making notes of things he said, or asking him questions for any reason except that I was fond of him. I stored a good many things in my memory of course, and I never lost the sense, when I was with him, that the man sitting across the room was (or had been) Larkin the poet. But I never spoke to him with an ulterior biographical motive. I just enjoyed his company. And that arrangement was quite unchanged when I was invited to write a short critical book about his work for a series on Contemporary Writers published by Methuen in 1982,. He encouraged me to do it, read the manuscript and made a few small but helpful suggestions, and said that he especially hiked my having looked seriously at his two novels. He also, thereafter, sometimes began our conversations on the telephone by saying ‘This is your subject speaking’.

         This short critical book came out a couple of years after I had left Hull and moved back to Oxford, where I worked as a freelance writer. I half-expected, when I told Larkin that I was heading back south, to be given a lecture on the folly of my ways; he, after all, had always managed to write his poems while holding down a nine-to-five job, and in ‘Poetry of Departures’ had shown how sceptical he felt about ‘Crouch[ing] in the fo’c’sle / Stubbly with goodness’. In fact he was simultaneously pragmatic (‘If you can’t stand the heat here, get out of the kitchen’), and ruefully enthusiastic (‘I never had the courage to do that’).

         As far as seeing one another was concerned, my departure made very little difference. I still visited Hull regularly (my wife remained there for several years after I had left), and he often came to Oxford, where he had retained dining rights in All Souls. In Hull we generally met in my wife’s place – in Pearson Park, across from the flat in which he had lived for almost twenty years before moving to Newland Park – and in Oxford I usually went to All Souls as his dinner guest. These events were preceded by warnings not to drink ‘too much’ before arriving, because I would be given a lot to drink when I got there (although I did once meet him in his room before our meal and found him working hard on a bottle of Scotch, ignoring his own advice).

         There were two exceptions to this routine. Once Larkin was unable to have me to dinner in college, so we met for lunch instead, in a pub almost-opposite Magdalen College called The Aldgate. A degree ceremony was taking place elsewhere in the city, and the bar where we had our beer and ham sandwiches was full of gown-wearing graduates and their proud parents. One of these recent graduates (a ‘sweet girl graduate’, in fact), recognised Larkin and brought across her napkin for him to sign. Despite his reputation as a semi-recluse, and her obvious fear that he might growl and tell her to go away, he graciously did as she asked. As she withdrew clutching her trophy, I said something about her being pretty. ‘I know,’ he said. ‘You wouldn’t believe what a disadvantage my deafness has been to me all my life. I shudder to think how many women have come up to me and said “Take me, lover”, only to have me reply, “Yes, it is rather warm for the time of year, isn’t it”.’

         On the other odd-day-out, I’d asked Larkin to come to lunch with me at my home, where I lived at the time with Alan Hollinghurst. Larkin had already met and liked Alan, but insisted that he wanted to see me alone. I had no idea why, although I immediately feared that he might have some bad news – was he ill? In fact, as I say in the opening pages of what follows, he wanted to meet in private so that he could ask me to become one of his literary executors. At the tune neither of us had any reason to think I would have to do anything for a good long while. Larkin had his weight problems, certainly, but no other worries about his health. As things turned out, it was only a few years before he was diagnosed with the oesophageal cancer that would swiftly kill him.

         During those few years I moved from Oxford to London, and the axis of our friendship changed again. I still saw him at regular intervals in Hull, and we sometimes had lunch together in London when he was there on business. For a while I sat on an Arts Council committee that he chaired, and on these days we always ate round the corner beforehand, in Shepherd Market. It was where he had sometimes lunched with Kingsley and Hilly Amis and Anthony Powell in the old days, and he felt comfortable there – not at all the uncertain country mouse among savvier town mice.

         Then his illness struck. When we spoke on the telephone during this time (his deafness was never a problem on the telephone – less so in fact than it was in face-to-face conversations) he always tried to sound optimistic. But it was clear that he was petrified. Not just worried. Petrified. Furnace fear. It meant that any consoling messages I might offer always sounded fatuous and felt useless. It also meant that sympathy was tinged with alarm: how was he coping with the ferocity of his feelings? When he was able to have visitors (this was soon after I had remarried) I went with my wife Jan Dalley to visit him in the Nuffield Hospital on Westbourne Avenue in Hull, where he was recovering from surgery. He was shockingly thin, which produced among other things the effect of making him look like a much younger version of himself. Jan and I sat either side of his bed, on which he lay wearing loose casual clothes beneath a dressing gown. He seemed not in the least perturbed by meeting Jan for the first time in such a state, but was immaculately courteous, and valiantly cheerful. We thanked him for his wedding present – a cheque – but did not tell him that the two garden urns we’d bought with the money had turned out to be funerary urns. We made the usual hospital small-talk. We watched tennis on his television – Wimbledon was on, and Boris Becker was playing. ‘He looks just like young Auden,’ Larkin said approvingly.

         When the match ended, we walked arm-in-arm round the small garden behind the nursing home, bending our heads as we passed under the low branches of the cherry trees. He told me he did not expect to recover, speaking quite steadily, without a hint of melodrama. He reminded me of my duties as an executor and assured me that everything would be straightforward. He stood framed in the glass window of the door to his room when we left, and rather than waving us goodbye, lifted his hand in a solemn salute, palm outwards. We drove away. Six months later I was talking to Monica in his house in Newland Park – where she now lived alone – about writing his life.

         Which might well be the point where my personal reminiscence ends, and my biography begins. But two other kinds of contact with him continued, during and beyond the seven years I spent researching and writing my book. One involved Raymond Cass, a Hull-based hearing-aid specialist, who had regularly tested Larkin’s ears and fixed his hearing aids for him. I never met Dr Cass, but as I came close to finishing my work he wrote to me out of the blue, introducing himself as a doctor and adding (if I didn’t mind him ‘using a literary phrase to a literary man’) that he was also a spiritualist. He had been in touch with Larkin’s shade, and enclosed a cassette recording of their “conversations thus far’.

         Dr Cass explained in his letter that these conversations were conducted through the medium of a high-frequency radio – as I could tell when I played the cassette, and heard the machine fizzing and crackling as Dr Cass tuned in to the ether. ‘Are you there, Dr Larkin?’ he asked as the noise died down. There was a faraway bat-squeak, which could have been the spirit of Larkin circling at high speed and calling out his own first name. But it was not convincing. Dr Cass tried again: ‘What are you doing in the afterlife?’, he wanted to know. There was a short pause, then a much firmer voice replied, speaking with the same slightly swooping and melancholy cadence as Larkin. ‘Tramping,’ it said – an appropriately Hardyesque word, it seemed to me, bearing in mind Hardy’s poem ‘The Tramp Woman’s Tragedy’. Dr Cass tried one more time. ‘Do you miss your friends?’ This time the voice seemed emphatic almost to the point of irritation: ‘Only one friend,’ it insisted, and then again, ‘Only one friend.’ I assumed the friend was Monica.

         That was all. I replied to Dr Cass, thanking him and asking him to write again if he heard anything more. I thought it would do no harm. Nine months or so later, when my book was about to appear, he sent me another cassette. This second letter explained that he had ‘taken the liberty’ of asking Larkin whether he’d read what I’d written. The letter also said that I should not be distressed if I thought Larkin himself sounded distressed; Dr Cass explained it was his experience that the spirits of the recently departed did generally sound upset – especially if, as he believed was the case with Larkin, ‘there was no expectation of there being an afterlife’. When I played the cassette I heard Dr Cass ask Larkin what he made of my book, and heard a voice – sounding, I told myself, uncannily like Larkin’s own – saying that he found it ‘very satisfactory’.

         Readers will have their own ideas about how Dr Cass achieved his effects. Whatever the facts of the matter, it provided the strangest aspect of Larkin’s transition from actual to posthumous existence – a farcical and spooky parallel to the ways in which his work and the memories of his personality were themselves mutating as ‘he became his admirers’. For my own part, I found the days and months following his death at once sad and strange. Sad because I knew how frightened he had been in his final approach to death; because I missed having a presence in my life that was admirable, inspiring and friendly, with an element of fatherliness that never ceased to surprise me; because I missed his jokes (no one I’ve met has ever made me laugh so much); and because I missed his letters: a day that began with one of his envelopes lying on the mat was a red-letter day. And strange because while remaining his friend I also had to take up my formal duties as one of his executors – helping to make decisions about what to publish and when, helping to administer his estate, and planning my work on his biography.

         As I began my reading, and as I interviewed as many of Larkin’s friends as I could track down, I did my best to strike a balance between sympathy and objectivity. My book was the ‘official’ biography, so to that extent was an inside job, but I had no wish to sugar-coat things: Larkin deserved and would have expected something tough-minded and properly searching. All the same, I often had to face the discomforting fact that I was doing something I had refused even to consider while he was alive. And also to accept that I was ‘discovering’ things I knew would upset or offend many of the people who loved his work.

         Not surprisingly, this deeply affected my own life, including my dream life. Hardly a week went by without my encountering Larkin while I was asleep, and usually in the same way. I would be giving a talk about him in a steeply raked lecture theatre (a kind of gladiatorial arena), talking about aspects of his personal life that he would have loathed me for airing if he had been there to hear. But at some point in my talk I would look towards the back of the room, and there he would be. Betrayed. At this point I always woke up feeling ashamed – and quickly reminded myself that he was dead, and the rules that had governed our friendship in his lifetime no longer applied.

         But one night I did not wake up at this same point in my dream. I gave my talk, saw him at the back of the room, carried on to the end, then realised the only way for me to leave was to climb the stairs that took me past where he was sitting. As I approached him he stood up, and produced from nowhere a kind of garland (or bridle? or halter?) made of hay. I bowed my head, he put it round my neck, I walked on – and then I woke up. Why hay, I asked myself, then thought again. Not hay. Cut grass, like in his beautiful poem with that title. Since that night, I have never had another dream about him.
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            INTRODUCTION: FIRST EDITION

         

         In 1976 I went to teach English at the University of Hull, where Philip Larkin had been the Librarian for twenty-one years. I spent my first few weeks trying not to meet him. His fame was formidable; his shyness was notorious; he was deaf and probably wouldn’t be able to hear me; he was known to distrust academics and their students (‘the dutiful mob that signs on each September’1).

         When we were eventually introduced – in the university staff bar one lunchtime – he was disarmingly courteous. Taller than I had expected, heavier, dark-suited, he seemed stern but at the same time amiable, withdrawn but forthright, rigorous but sometimes extravagantly funny. By the end of term our meetings had fallen into a pattern: lunch once or twice a week in the staff bar, occasional evenings together. It remained the same until I left Hull in 1980, except that when my wife and I moved from a flat to a house in 1977 Larkin came to us more often than we went to him.2 After 1980 we wrote to each other regularly but only saw each other from time to time – either in Oxford, where I lived, or in London. At no time during the nine years of our friendship did we discuss his biography. He did not ask me to write this book.

         What he did ask – in the summer of 1983, when he was thinking about making his second will – was that I should join his long-time companion Monica Jones and friend Anthony Thwaite as one of his literary executors. ‘There won’t be anything difficult for you to do,’ he told me. ‘When I see the Grim Reaper coming up the path to my front door I’m going to the bottom of the garden, like Thomas Hardy, and I’ll have a bonfire of all the things I don’t want anyone to see. Now let’s change the subject. This is like talking to the person who’ll be washing my corpse.’3

         As things turned out there were several months between Larkin’s first sighting of the Grim Reaper and his death, but the bonfire was never made. The thirty-odd thick volumes of his diary, which he had kept on and off since his schooldays, the eight manuscript books in which he drafted his poems, and the large mass of his unpublished papers and letters lay undisturbed in his house when he was carried out of it for the last time.

         Why? Monica Jones thinks that Larkin wanted to ignore his approaching death: to have lit the lire would have been to concede that he had no hope of recovery. This is perfectly likely, but it doesn’t provide the whole answer. Larkin’s final indecision was the last in a series that shaped his life. He had dictated the terms of his existence with great authority but was always loath to commit himself absolutely to any one or other course of action. He had become renowned for keeping things to himself, yet he also had a compulsion to reveal and share them. Although there had been plenty of time for him to dispose of his private papers himself, it was Monica who arranged for the diaries to be fed into the university’s shredding machine shortly after his death. (Only a few pages were spared – torn out by Larkin during the mid 1970s when he was considering editing his diaries for publication.)

         The rest of his papers survived, but so precariously that his executors took legal advice before deciding what to do next. They showed a copy of his will to a Queen’s Counsel for a professional opinion, feeling that the contradictory line Larkin had taken in conversation was matched by ambiguities in the text. In the first clause of the seventh paragraph Larkin had given ‘to my Trustees [Monica Jones and his solicitor Terence Wheldon] all my published and unpublished work, together with all manuscripts and letters … with full right subject to the provisions of the following sub-clauses to publish any such unpublished works …’ In the next clause he seemed to change his mind: ‘I direct that all unpublished writings and diaries and texts and manuscripts in any form whether or not published at the date of my death and in my possession at the date of my death shall be destroyed unread.’ Then again, in yet another clause in this paragraph, he had instructed his trustees to consult his literary executors ‘in all matters concerned with the publication of my unpublished manuscripts’. As a journalist subsequently reporting on the will put it: ‘In three breaths Larkin gave his trustees the power to publish his unpublished work, instructed them to destroy it, and told them to discuss the matter with the literary executors.’4

         In due course the Queen’s Counsel declared the will ‘repugnant’ (legalese for contradictory). Once this opinion had been given the executors had the chance to argue for the destruction or preservation of everything – everything, that is, except the diaries, which had by then already been disposed of, following a specific request Larkin had made to Monica on his deathbed. He had given no such specific instructions about his other papers, and the executors unanimously decided to preserve them – partly because of their presumed literary importance, and partly because the executors felt (as Larkin himself had said in a talk on the value of preserving contemporary literary manuscripts) that ‘Unpublished work, unfinished work, even notes towards unwritten work, all contribute to our knowledge of a writer’s intentions.’5 To prove that he meant what he said, Larkin had donated during his lifetime one of his own poetry manuscript books to the British Library. The bulk of his other papers now form part of the Philip Larkin Archive in the library he built, and which he ran for the last thirty years of his life – the library where his diaries were shredded.

         When the row about the will died down, and the executors could see what had been saved, it led to a dramatic development in our understanding of Larkin’s practice as a poet. The costive craftsman – almost as celebrated for the long intervals between his books as for the books themselves – wrote far more than anyone had suspected, at least until his last decade. After Anthony Thwaite had edited and published the Collected  Poems  in 1988 most readers were astonished to find it running to more than 300 pages. Readers of this book will be surprised by the extent of Larkin’s other kinds of writing: by the huge spread of his letters (which includes the correspondences with Monica Jones and Maeve Brennan that are only sketched in Thwaite’s Selected  Letters,  and the previously unpublished correspondence with his father and mother); by the large number of drafts he made of his two complete and two incomplete novels; by the frequency (once again at the beginning rather than the end of his life) with which he produced essays, poems, stories, short plays and reviews of books and jazz records; by the existence of two full-length, facetious, would-be lesbian romances written in the early 1940s under the pseudonym Brunette Coleman.

         Larkin also bound up, at the end of every five years in the library, a ‘great fat volume’ of Library Committee minutes which, although ‘not the same as a volume of poetry’ were, as he said, ‘very good minutes’.6 In addition, he brought home from his office – and began doing so at an early age – the scrupulous habits of a good librarian. He kept a large number of his incoming letters, sorting them into shoe-boxes on which he inked the initials of the correspondent. He preserved memorabilia of all sorts – his parents’ jam recipes, for instance, and the telegrams sent to him when he was awarded his degree at Oxford. In cupboards in his various flats, and eventually in the windowless lumber-room at the top of the stairs in his last house in Hull, he kept his whole life in perfect order.

         During his adolescence Larkin had decided he was ‘a genius’.7 At the same time, judging by his secretive but thorough self-preservation, he accepted that he would be written about. In this, as in virtually everything else, he felt divided. His powerful self-esteem was matched by an equally virulent self-disparagement. Bernard Shaw, whom he admired, gave him a model for this, saying that he (Shaw) was ‘not at all interesting biographically. I have never killed anybody. Nothing very unusual has happened to me.’8 Time and again Larkin made a similar point. He said in his poem ‘Coming’ that his childhood was ‘a forgotten boredom’. His undergraduate days were spent at an Oxford profoundly unlike that of ‘Michael Fane and his fine bindings, or Charles Ryder and his plover’s eggs’.9 His ‘very ordinary’10 adult life was spent toiling dully in far-flung, unglamorous towns where – as he says in ‘Here’, ‘only salesmen and relations come’.

         In case all this didn’t deter potential Boswells, Larkin liked to scoff at many of the basic tenets of biography itself. He derided its willingness to rely for psychological insights on formative childhood experiences. ‘Whenever I read an autobiography,’ he said, ‘I tend to start halfway through, when the chap’s grown up and it becomes interesting.’11 In the same way, he repudiated the idea that writers might evolve in response to what happened to them in adult life. ‘Only mediocrities develop,’ he was fond of saying, quoting Oscar Wilde.

         On the face of it, these feelings are best summarized by Larkin’s poem ‘Posterity’, where ‘my biographer’ – the insultingly named Jake Balokowsky – abuses his ‘old fart’ subject in a way which appears to rebound entirely to his own discredit:

         
            
                          ‘What’s he like?

               Christ, I just told you. Oh, you know the thing,

               That crummy textbook stuff from Freshman Psych,

               Not out of kicks or something happening –

               One of those old-type natural  fouled-up guys.’

            

         

         This seems straightforward. Larkin’s life is neither sufficiently strange nor complex to interest Balokowsky much; writing it is merely a way of improving career prospects. But even here – and it’s a qualification which runs beneath all Larkin’s pronouncements about biography – difficulties arise. After ‘Posterity’ had been published Larkin told the poet Richard Murphy:

         
            I’m sorry if Jake Balokowsky seemed an unfair portrait. As you see, the idea of the poem was imagining the ironical situation in which one’s posthumous reputation was entrusted to somebody as utterly unlike oneself as could be. It was only after the poem had been published that I saw that Jake, wanting to do one thing but having to do something else, was really not so unlike me, and indeed had probably unconsciously been drawn to my work for this reason, which explains his bitter resentment of it.12

         

         ‘Posterity’ opens by seeming hostile to Balokowsky and ends by showing him sympathy – just as Larkin’s lumber-room library, where everything stayed hidden, was also the place where everything would eventually be discovered. The poem encapsulates the whole range of paradoxes which made up Larkin’s attitude to publicity. The soul of shy modesty was also a self-promoter; the man admired for avoiding bright lights was continually tempted to step into them; the ‘Hermit of Hull’ was his readers’ friend, winning their trust and warm affection by telling them a good deal about himself.

         In one obvious respect these contradictions make things easier for Larkin’s biographer. They leave in their wake a large amount of material to be mulled over, and they encourage the hope that Larkin might have recorded even his most intimate moments. Yet in another respect they make him difficult to write about. By trapping him between opposing impulses they stopped him leading a life much diversified by event. His story contains only a modest number of love affairs, almost no foreign travel, no games of Russian Roulette, no shark-fishing expeditions.

         Such things make a person a ‘good subject’ for a biography, and where they do not exist some readers, let alone some biographers, get jumpy. There is no need. Larkin lived a much more dramatic and intense life than he let on, though it was performed on an inner stage rather than before the wide world. This is the fascination of Larkin’s story. Carefully shielded from surprises, his work grew in private, where the longing for calm and solitude was always a prey to the exhilarating disruption of strong feeling. To follow his development is to have our sense of his achievement sharply increased. In his lifetime he was acclaimed as the greatest poet of his generation – someone who spoke for the disillusion of the post-war years and for the value of conserving traditions, and who finally received most of his honours under a Conservative government whose leader, Mrs Thatcher, he ‘adored’. After his death, it’s clear that his writing transcends his time rather than merely encapsulating it: he is one of the great poets of the century.

         Larkin’s devotion to ‘that lifted rough-tongued bell / (Art, if you like)’ challenges the idea of himself as a writer that he liked to promote. By implication, it also conflicts with our sense of him as someone who never ruffled the tranquil surface of the backwaters in which he lived. He was a selfish man much given to showing love and kindness. He was a steadily deepening reactionary who was often suddenly tolerant. He was devoted to the here-and-now, but he never lost his longing for release into what ‘High Windows’ calls ‘the deep blue air, that shows/Nothing, and is nowhere, and is endless’.

         It is part of his poems’ strength to speak directly to most people who come across them. He makes each of us feel he is ‘our’ poet, in a way that Eliot, for instance, does not – and each of us creates a highly personal version of his character to accompany his work. Pointing out that he was contradictory doesn’t pose much of a threat to these versions. It’s more disturbing, however, to say that many of Larkin’s inner conflicts evolved in ways his work can only hint at. When he found his authentic voice in the late 1940s, the beautiful flowers of his poetry were already growing on long stalks out of pretty dismal ground. Describing this ground must necessarily alter the image of Larkin that he prepared so carefully for his readers. With half his mind – the half that asked for his unpublished papers to be destroyed – he never wanted this change to take place. With the other half – the half that left the papers to be preserved – he understood that the relationship he had created between ‘high’ art and ‘ordinary’ existence was a remarkable one, which deserved to be made public.

         This book is the story of that relationship. The friends he made, the jobs he took, the habits he formed, the places he lived in, the people he loved – all were chosen so that he could concentrate on his writing, which is what mattered to him most. In the strictest sense, his was a writer’s life.

         
            Notes

            1 RW, p. 82.

            2 My first wife, Joanna Motion, during this time was working as Information Officer at the University of Hull.

            3 PAL to author.

            4 ‘Lines Drawn in the Battle of Larkin’s Will’, Neil Lyndon, Independent  on Sunday  (2 November 1990).

            5 RW, p. 99.

            6 PAL speaking on the Monitor film made about him by Patrick Garland in 1964. (Hereafter known as Monitor.)

            7 JBS to author, 26 November 1986.

            8 Quoted in Michael Holroyd, ‘Shaw and Biography’, Essays  by  Divers  Hands, vol. xliii, p. 90.

            9 J, p. 12.

            10 SBS.

            11 Viewpoints:  Poets  in  Conversation  with John  Haffenden  (Faber, 1981), p. 114. (Hereafter known as Viewpoints.)

            12 PAL to Richard Murphy, 19 August 1977.
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            ONE

         

         There’s a Philip Larkin who works as a ‘Hurley Manufacturer’ in Moyleen, Co. Galway. Another runs a fish and chip shop in Fermanagh.1 With or without ‘Philip’ attached, the name Larkin is general all over Ireland, and at various times of his life – especially during his five years in Belfast (1950–55) – it was widely believed that Philip Larkin the writer came from that country. George Fraser, for instance, possibly remembering James Larkin (1876–1947), the well-known Irish nationalist and leader of the Irish TGWU, featured him in the anthology Springtime (1953) as a ‘Northern Ireland regional poet’.2 The Public Orator who presented him with an honorary Doctorate of Letters at the New University of Ulster in 1983 made a similar assumption, learnedly observing that ‘according to Edward MacLysaght in his Surnames  of  Ireland  [the name Larkin] is equivalent to Lorcain, from Lorc, an old name denoting rough or fierce’.3

         Larkin himself spumed his remote relations. The idea of an extended past was as unappealing to him as the thought of a future filled by a wife and children. The few references he does make to his ancestors are always of the most vaguely anecdotal kind. ‘Have just heard Handel’s Largo  and thought of Grandad,’ he told his mother with typical abruptness in one letter; ‘how much of a descendant of him I feel sometimes, with his bald head and solitary ecstasies!’4 And again, elsewhere: ‘I certainly agree with Grandad that the song of a blackbird is one of the most thrilling things one is likely to hear in a day’s march.’5 Larkin’s pleas for independence are far more numerous than such remarks about family connections. In this, however, as in much else, he couldn’t help showing a traceable characteristic. His father Sydney ‘is like me’, he told his mother Eva in his early twenties. ‘He could walk past a whole row of his exhumed ancestors and never notice anything untoward.’6

         It suited Larkin to accuse Sydney of taking no interest in his relations; it showed that they were both free spirits, full of choices and chances. Yet in fact Sydney and his brother Alfred spent a certain amount of time clambering in the family tree, and managed to establish its overall shape. They discovered that, far from being Irish, their branch of the Larkins came from Kent and had nothing to do with Lorc. ‘When surnames were first assumed in the Middle Ages,’ Sydney wrote, ‘LARKIN appears as that of a rascal who had the audacity to carry on his coining operations in Newgate Prison. It is said to be a pet form of the Christian name “Lawrence” and so the word “Larrikin” is probably a corruption.’7

         In spite of Sydney’s best efforts, the ancient history of the family remained obscure. But while it is bare of detail, it conveys a strong sense of fixity. The Larkins lived for many years in the same Midlands place, doing the same work in the same house, marrying in the same church and being buried in the same graveyard. They spoke with the voice of middle England,8 suffering history as the area around them changed from Langland’s ‘field full of folk’ into a force of the Industrial Revolution. Their stability – if Sydney and his son’s feelings are anything to go by – generated a sense of nationhood which was strong but unsentimental. ‘There is not much to be proud of in being English,’9 Larkin was apt to say, yet he was always quick to adopt and defend what he reckoned to be its best qualities: realism, pragmatism, modesty. He may not have bothered much with the names and dates of his relations, but he commemorated their values in many things he wrote.

         Sydney Larkin’s family make their first appearance in public records during the eighteenth century, in the cathedral city of Lichfield, Staffordshire. Edmund Larkin (1720–1802), Philip’s great-great-great-grandfather, inherited a tailoring business at 49 Tamworth Street, just round the comer from where Samuel Johnson was born in 1709. With his wife Sara, Edmund had two sons – John (1757–1843) and Edmund junior (1759–1839). John in due course also became a tailor, and when he died the business went to William (1809–90) – one of his four sons and three daughters – and then to another Edmund, born in 1843 and one of William’s six sons and three daughters. By this time, the family had set up a number of sidelines around Tamworth Street, including coach-making and shoe-making. But while trade prospered (when William died in 1890 he left a personal estate of just under £2,000), the passing generations brought their inevitable changes. Ernest Larkin, Edmund’s son, sold the family business in the early years of this century and moved to London. His six brothers – Edward, Alfred, Cecil, George, Henry and Philip’s father Sydney – eventually turned to other kinds of employment. The old order vanished. The tailor’s, a cramped building on the curving road below St Michael’s church on Green Hill, was divided into two – a turf accountant and a barber. Now it is a bric-à-brac shop.

         Larkin’s mother’s family was more peripatetic, and cannot be traced back as far as his father’s. Born on 10 January 1886, Eva Emilie was the elder child of William James Day – born in 1859 – and Emilie Archer, who was five years his junior. Her only brother Arthur was born in 1888. Eva spent her childhood in Epping, Essex, where her father was a First Class Excise Officer, and in 1914 when war broke out they moved to Leigh in Lancashire, so that he could take up a job administering dependent allowances – pensions and so on. When Eva left Leigh Grammar School she briefly considered becoming a librarian, then like her brother took up teaching for a short while. She was bookish but eager, efficient but self-doubting, practical but easily deterred by anxieties. Details of planning and administration rattled her; she was alarmed by newness; she was scared almost into hysterics by thunderstorms.

         Her parents protected her as best they could, making sure their routines were orderly. Eva grew into a quietly spoken young woman, dark-haired, thin-faced and rather studious-looking, obviously intelligent but nervous. The humdrum rhythm of her days – her work, her respectable home, the annual family holiday in a coastal resort – was organized so that her life held few surprises.

         The rhythm broke by chance. Holidaying in Rhyl on the north coast of Wales during the summer of 1906 (when she was twenty), she ran out of the rain on 6 August into a hut overlooking the sea. A young man already standing inside asked, ‘Will you shelter here?’ She replied, ‘I can’t think of a reason not to’10 – and began reading a book. The young man was only a little taller than her, and had a ‘serious, rather bad-tempered face, a poisoner’s thin lips and a heavy moustache’.11 He interrupted her reading to introduce himself as Sydney Larkin and was, he explained, on a cycling holiday. He would be staying in Rhyl only for another three days. Before those days were over, Eva had got engaged to him.

         Her decision was not so impetuous – and therefore uncharacteristic – as it seems. Sydney had explained that he was at the beginning of his career and could not afford to think of marriage just yet. (The wedding eventually took place five years later, on 5 October 1911.) Meanwhile, he said, they should stay in touch by letter and visit each other whenever they could. Eva, mousy and unfamiliar with the world, was impressed by Sydney’s startling mixture of dynamism and prudence. Her parents assumed the engagement would come to nothing. Her son, long after they had been proved wrong, commemorated their meeting in ‘To the Sea’. The poem describes successive generations of seaside holiday-makers – ‘the uncertain children, frilled in white/And grasping at enormous air’ and the ‘rigid old’ – before reaching back to the time:

         
            
                           when, happy at being on my own,

               I searched the sand for Famous Cricketers,

               Or, farther back, my parents, listeners

               To the same seaside quack, first became known.

            

         

         In years to come, Sydney Larkin would say that he had initially been attracted to Eva because she responded to his advances by reading a book. He had always set great store by intelligence – even as a boy in Lichfield. Born on 25 April 1884, the youngest of Edmund’s seven sons, he had been encouraged by his mother Catherine to believe that native wit was more valuable than inherited privilege. His six brothers felt the same, and variously became clerks or teachers. (One of them, Alfred, managed to arouse Larkin’s curiosity by making an impressive collection of antique glass and china which he kept prominently displayed in his house near Lichfield Cathedral.) None, though, was as successful as Sydney or departed so far from his origins. At Lichfield Grammar School he was a star pupil, and later at King Edward VI High School in Birmingham (to which he travelled daily by train) he passed the Cambridge Junior Local Examination with first class honours. He was a dogmatic, intense and prickly boy, clear in debate, unable to suffer fools, devoutly agnostic, and passionate in his convictions.

         Although Sydney’s greatest gifts were for mathematics he was an avid reader of the classics and contemporary literature. He bought new novels by Wells and Bennett, new plays by Shaw, and new books by Hardy (whom he especially revered) as they were published. He was a stickler for precision and correctness, and seemed bracingly rigorous to some, a disciplinarian to others. (He would later amuse his son by saying that Kingsley Amis’s ‘lack of grasp of will/shall precludes his having a future as a writer’.12)

         When Sydney left school in 1902 he was taken on as a junior by T. H. Clare, the City Treasurer of Birmingham, in whose offices he had sometimes worked during the holidays. It marked the beginning of the end of his old Larkin world. The modest routines of Lichfield, where as a child he and his brothers had slept two in a bed, were left behind for ever. In England’s second city the opportunities for self-advancement seemed boundless.

         Philip Larkin ‘always associated’ the next part of his father’s life with ‘the young whey-faced provincials of Arnold Bennett’; he imagined they were years ‘marked by his characteristic and lonely individuality: he was secretary of a chess club, he went for long cycle rides, he studied for examinations and passed them easily, he economized – for in those Edwardian days money made sense. If you wanted something you could not afford, you saved until you could afford it.’13 Most of these examinations were taken at the University of Birmingham where, after two years with Clare, Sydney applied to study accountancy under Professor L. R. Dicksee. When his three-year course ended in 1907 he returned to City Hall and was quickly promoted – reaching the position of Chief Audit Accountant in 1911, the same year as his wedding.

         Two years later Sydney was appointed Assistant Borough Accountant in Doncaster, in the West Riding of Yorkshire, and the family settled in the town with their infant daughter Catherine (Kitty). Sydney decided Eva should not have any more children until he had been promoted yet again, and Eva complied with his ruling. Sydney went from strength to strength. ‘I was able to effect considerable improvements in the accountancy system [in Doncaster],’ he later boasted, ‘and, by means of clauses inserted at my suggestion in the Doncaster Corporation Act of 1915, to bring up to date the methods of dealing with short term loans and to bring into effect a consolidated collection of taxes.’14 By 1919, when he was thirty-five, he felt he had outgrown the job, and started looking round for another and larger one. He applied to Nottingham and was rejected, then to Coventry, where the post of Deputy Treasurer had fallen vacant. The city, as well as the position, appealed to him. It was near enough to Lichfield to seem part of his middle England homeland, yet far enough away to demonstrate his independence. It was a place with a long and distinguished history (and, since 1918, a cathedral), and a thriving industrial present. Its prosperity was largely due to the Daimler motor car factory, which had been opened in 1896. Over the years a large number of other manufacturing industries (ranging from bicycles to aeroplanes) had grown up around it, employing many thousands of people. In 1901 the city’s population had been 70,000. By the early 1920s it had more than doubled. By the middle of the century it had grown to 350,000, making it one of the fastest-growing towns in England.

         Sydney was duly appointed Deputy Treasurer. Three years later he got what he wanted: the chance to apply for the post of Treasurer itself, when the incumbent, Harry Lord, retired. In his application, describing his time as Deputy, Sydney said: 

         
            The period of my service at Coventry has been one of more than usual activity on the part of the Corporation, and there can be few problems in municipal finance with which I have not had to deal … Since 1910 Coventry Corporation has promoted seven local Acts and the city’s financial legislation has for many years been in advance of the rest of the country.15

         

         As soon as Sydney knew he was going to be Treasurer, he told Eva the time was right for them to have another child. Their daughter was nearly ten years old and settled at Barrs Hill School, and their home at 2 Poultney Road – a three-bedroom house in the suburb of Radford – was suitably large and comfortable. (It was a council house; Sydney’s employers had arranged for him to live there during the acute housing shortage after the war.) Although the plaster on the walls had still been wet when they moved in, Sydney had soon organized everything in the house before handing over its day-to-day running to Eva. This included buying a picture called Love’s Idyll, which showed two lovers embracing and which shocked his in-laws. They thought him ‘very modern’ in spite of his evident fastidiousness, and ‘very broad-minded because the house was full of books by D. H. Lawrence, Bennett, and Mary Webb’.16

         Sydney and Eva wanted a boy, and on 9 August 1922, on a night with a full moon, they got their wish: he was nearly a month late, weighed almost ten pounds, and had luxuriant black hair. Eva wanted to call him Anthony but Sydney overruled her, arguing for Philip and Sydney. In the end they compromised on Philip Arthur – Philip after the Renaissance poet Philip Sidney, Arthur after Eva’s brother – and early in September he was christened in Coventry Cathedral. It was a mark of Sydney’s pleasure in having a son that he suspended his disbelief in Christianity for the day. ‘Really, Philip could do no wrong in his father’s eyes,’ says Kitty. ‘Or his mother’s. They worshipped him … [And] I helped my parents a great deal in looking after [him] from the day he was born – taking him out in the pram or push-chair and later being with him while my parents were away at conferences … I usually put him to bed and sang him to sleep while I was doing my homework – rather difficult.’17

         Larkin was pampered and indulged all through his earliest years, yet he never deviated from the view that his childhood was a ‘forgotten boredom’. (He was pleased to remember that ‘one of my mother’s stories about me as a baby is how she could never keep me amused – every fresh thing put into my hands lasted me only a few minutes, then the wail began again.’18) Expanding on his notorious phrase towards the end of his life, he said, ‘Children are often bored, I think. They don’t control their destinies, and they don’t do what they want or live where they want. This isn’t to say I didn’t have nice friends I visited and played with and so on, or that my parents weren’t perfectly kind to me, but when I read accounts of other people’s childhoods they always seem more lurid and exciting than mine was. It seemed to have a fairly insulated quality that looking back on I can’t quite account for.’19

         Some of the reasons for this ‘insulation’ aren’t hard to find. Even as a very small child, Larkin’s eyesight was weak; his ‘long back and comparatively short legs’20 made him ungainly; and by the age of four he had started to stammer badly. ‘It was,’ he said, ‘on words beginning with vowels rather than consonants … There was no obvious reason for it: no left-handedness or physical accidents. If I had some deep traumatic experience I’ve forgotten it. This went on up to the age of thirty-five or so, after which the impediment slowly faded away, only to return when I am tired or confronted with a “stammering situation” – post offices, for instance.’21

         ‘A stammer can be grown out of,’ Larkin believed, ‘if it has arisen simply from self-consciousness and shyness.’22 On one of the first – and last – occasions that he discussed these feelings with his father, Sydney reacted in a way which indicated what their main source might be. ‘I remember,’ Larkin said, ‘when I was quite young, telling my father I was shy, and he said very crushingly, “You don’t know what shyness is,” implying that he’d been more shy.’23 This memory, passed off as a casual slight, summarizes much of what Larkin meant when he disparaged his first, formative years. In the first decade of their marriage, his parents hadn’t stopped loving each other, but their feelings had gone musty. Sydney’s quick temper, imperious intellect and hurrying manner were steadily intensified by Eva’s docility. He needed her to be placid, he demanded that she be the home-maker (even when it meant denying the intelligence that had drawn him to her in the first place), but with part of himself he also despised her for it. Later in life Larkin would describe how he came to consciousness with the sound of them ‘Bickering stupidly at home/My fault, their fault’.24 There was very little outspoken anger, but the sense that it was always just about to begin – an atmosphere of clenched irritation which curdled the whole experience of childhood, ‘I hated everybody when I was a child,’ he said, ‘or thought I did. When I grew up, I realized that what I hated was children.’25
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            TWO

         

         When Larkin was five years old Sydney moved the family from the suburbs of Coventry to a larger, detached house close to the city centre – 1 Manor Road. Standing at the heart of a compact residential district, the new home had a name as well as a number (Penvorn – a wonky conflation of the names of its builder, Percy Vernon Venables) and was, Larkin said, ‘quite respectable’. Glossing this, he defined the middle-class assumptions that Sydney now took for granted: they had ‘a succession of maids [the one who stayed longest was called Betty] and that sort of thing, as one did before the war. It was all very normal.’1

         Normal, but slightly forbidding. With its three storeys rising behind a six-foot hedge, its front gate overhung by trees, its dark-painted window-frames and bristling mixture of brick and pebble-dash, Penvorn looked like a suburban version of Thomas Hardy’s Max Gate. It was this house (eventually demolished to make way for a ring road in the 1960s) rather than Poultney Road which Larkin remembered as his family home, and which became the main focus for his early memories. It was the place where his ‘forgotten boredom’ became acute.

         Although he would soon make a few intense friendships, his parents ensured that he spent a great deal of his childhood alone, ‘I think [they] were not very sociable,’ he said, putting it mildly. ‘My mother because she was too simple; she just liked living in the house and doing the house and so on. My father because he was somewhat anti-social … Nor did we seem to have many relations. We [had] relations but they were all some way away. They weren’t in Coventry. There weren’t constant visits from them or anything like that.’2 Larkin’s earliest childhood acquaintances confirm this. ‘I thought [his house] was somewhat gloomy,’ one says, ‘and Mr Larkin somewhat distant and unapproachable.’3 Another describes Eva as ‘like Mrs Gummidge, always wringing her hands and crying into the tea-pot’.4 A third calls the atmosphere ‘colourless’ and ‘awkward’.5 Elsie Harris, Sydney’s secretary in City Hall for many years and a regular visitor to Penvorn, remembers that Sydney sometimes upset his wife by flirting with women in his office – ‘an occasional cuddle, not missing an opportunity to put an arm round a secretary’.6 She says that while ‘Mrs Larkin was a pleasant, unobtrusive person’, Sydney ‘was very much the male chauvinist. He thought that women were of little account, their only functions to be decorative and to wait on men. He rarely spoke of his daughter but often spoke of Philip, of whom I think he was really proud.’7

         In the years before Larkin went to school, his mother became more anxious, his father more ‘nihilistic’8 and crushing. Yet while Sydney was quick to scorn his fellows, he also accepted that he had to find ways of getting on with them. He joined the local chess club. He gave papers to the Literary and Philosophical Society (including one on Hardy). He gained a reputation as an accomplished after-dinner speaker. Colleagues in the town may not have found him easy, but they agreed with Elsie Harris that ‘on the intellectual level he was good’.9 It was the same in Penvorn. No matter how exasperating Sydney found his wife and daughter, he paid for them (and eventually Philip) to hear and watch things he reckoned would do them good: Shakespeare at Stratford, music in Coventry, books everywhere. He was, Elsie Harris remembers, ‘fascinated with the origins of words and their meaning. He often used to get me to look up things in the dictionary – for my sake, I mean. And I’m sure it was the same with the children, when they were old enough. He imbued everyone with his own enthusiasm, which was his aim of course.’10

         Fearsome and hard-driving, Sydney turned himself into a figure of considerable authority. In one respect he also became an embarrassment. ‘I think,’ Larkin later said, ‘[my father] described himself as a Conservative Anarchist, but what that means I don’t know.’11 In fact he knew all too well. During the 1920s Sydney’s politics gradually swung to the right, and by the end of the decade he was ‘an active and impenitent admirer’12 of Germany’s post-war recovery. Eventually, in the 1930s, he praised Hitler for his role in achieving this, and it was rumoured around Coventry that Sydney was ‘a member of [the neo-Nazi organization] The Link’.13 When it seemed likely that this charge would be made public (in Larkin  at  Sixty, a collection of essays which appeared in 1982) Larkin was horrified. He sifted through Sydney’s papers, and was relieved to find nothing which supported the accusation.

         The Link was never a large outfit. Founded by Admiral Sir Barry Domvile in June 1937 as a means of promoting Anglo-German friendship, and associated closely with the Anglo-German  Review,  its clientele ‘were mainly ordinary people in ordinary towns, who had little influence’.14 By the end of 1937 it had grown quickly and established four branches – in Chelsea, Southend, west London and Birmingham – where members ranged from ‘the most innocent of provincial pro-Germanists to convinced pro-Nazis of a fairly disquieting kind’.15 Early in 1939, on the eve of war, it grew still larger by affiliating itself to the Anglo-German Brotherhood, but when war actually broke out it shrivelled at once. It was declared a proscribed organization and disbanded.

         Even if Sydney hesitated to join The Link he was certainly sympathetic to many of its principles. Throughout the 1920s he made no secret of his respect for the efficiency of the National Socialists, often recommending them to his son.16 During the 1930s his enthusiasm would quicken dramatically. He entered into correspondence with H. G. H. (Hjalmar) Schacht, Hitler’s Minister of Economics from 1934 to 1937, and the man widely credited with bringing German inflation under control. He visited Germany regularly. He frequently expressed his ‘admiration’17 for its recent successes.

         While denying that Sydney was part of a specific organization, Larkin admitted that his father was ‘the sort of person that democracy didn’t suit’.18 There was an innocent side to this: Sydney admired Germany for its technical advances and its ‘office methods’.19 But there were more sinister aspects as well. ‘According to Philip,’ says John Kenyon, a drinking companion of Larkin’s and formerly Professor of History at Hull, Sydney ‘had been an ardent follower of the Nazis and attended several Nuremberg rallies during the 1930s; he even had a statue of Hitler on the mantelpiece [at home] which at the touch of a button leapt into a Nazi salute.’20 Sydney’s Deputy Treasurer in Coventry, Alan Marshall, reluctantly confirms this. As late as 1939, Sydney had Nazi regalia decorating his office in City Hall, and when war was declared he was ordered by the Town Clerk to remove it. ‘Sydney took the point,’ Marshall says, ‘but continued to express his admiration for Germany. He wasn’t very good at realizing what impression he was making, or he didn’t care.’21 He didn’t even change his tune when Coventry was blitzed in November 1940. Instead, he congratulated himself on his foresight in having ordered one thousand cardboard coffins the previous year, and continued to praise ‘efficient German administration’ while disparaging Churchill – who had, he thought, ‘the face of a criminal in the dock’.22

         As a young child Larkin wouldn’t have understood the intricacies and implications of his father’s politics, but as a way of establishing the mood in Manor Road their importance can’t easily be exaggerated. Sydney Larkin was generous to his son, and often indulged him, but nevertheless strutted through his early life with a singular arrogance. He was intolerant to the point of perversity, contemptuous of women, careless of other people’s feelings or fates, yet at the same time excitingly intellectual, inspirationally quick-witted, and (at least in the matter of books) unpredictably catholic in his tastes. Everything Larkin disliked or feared in his father was matched by something he found impressive or enviable.

         Far from being ‘forgotten’, the ‘boredom’ of Larkin’s first few years stayed with him for ever. To be the adored only son, to have a comfortable house full of good books, and to have annual holidays (in places such as Bigbury-on-Sea, Folkestone, and Caton Bay near Filey in Yorkshire) could not compensate for the ‘drab’23 marriage of his parents, the ‘intimidating’24 atmosphere of their home, and the web of disapproval that Sydney had woven round it. The effect was to drive Larkin in on himself even before he had discovered the alternative world of school – let alone the wider reaches of Coventry and beyond. Visitors to Manor Road remember a large-faced, long-haired child haunting its gloomy rooms in silence, or hanging around the adults with awkward reverence until told he could disappear to his bedroom. Even in this sanctuary he was vulnerable. No matter how much he protested that he was happiest poring over the Magnet,  talking to his toys (a teddy bear, a dog called Rags, and a rabbit, which eventually met its end falling into a bowl of mint sauce25), collecting pennies and cigarette cards, or playing with his Hornby train set, the adult world kept demanding that he come downstairs and join in.

         As the first half of Larkin’s childhood dripped away, the mixture of feelings he had for his family gradually thickened. By early adolescence – stimulated by the desire to seem superior and separate – it had turned into rage. ‘Please believe me,’ he told his first important friend, ‘when I say that half my days are spent in black, surging, twitching, boiling HATE!!!’26 By adulthood it had modulated into controlled but bitter resentment, a feeling which surfaces time and again in an unpublished fragment he wrote during the 1950s. Apparently the beginning of a much longer but never completed piece of autobiography, it shows how – at the very beginning of his life – his parents formed the cramped but creative shape of his mature personality:

         
            When I try to tune into my childhood, the dominant emotions I pick up are, overwhelmingly, fear and boredom. Although I have an elder sister, the … difference in our ages made me feel for practical purposes an only child, and I suppose those feelings are characteristic.

            As I picture him, my father was intensely shy, inhibited not robust, devoid of careless sensual instincts (though not of humour), and I don’t think he did well to choose a wife of the same pattern. The only point where they differed was that while my father’s brain was dominating, active and keen, my mother was made to trust and follow, and in that respect they were well suited, at any rate at first.

            What kind of home did they create…? I should say it was dull, pot-bound, and slightly mad. By the time I knew it, my father worked all day and shut himself away reading in the evening, or else gardened. My mother constantly toiled at ‘running the house’, a task that was always beyond her, even with the aid of the resident maid and daily help. My sister, whose qualities of literal-mindedness and fantasy-spinning had infuriated my father until he made her life a misery, did not have many friends and endured, I should say, a pallid existence until she took up art, and even then day classes at Midland Art School did not lead to the excitements they should have. I don’t think my father liked working or gardening, I don’t think my mother liked keeping house, I don’t think my sister liked living at home. Yet they all seemed powerless to do anything about it. There was a curious tense boredom about the house; it was not a bad house, but the furniture was uninteresting, except for my father’s books. It was not a house where anyone called unexpectedly, for my father had no friends – at least, I couldn’t name anyone who was a friend as I understand the word.

            However, the trouble wasn’t the house but the individuals in it. My mother, as time went on, began increasingly to complain of her dreary life, her inability to run the house, and the approach of war. I suppose her age had something to do with it, but the monotonous whining monologue she treated my father to before breakfast, and all of us at mealtimes, resentful, self-pitying, full of funk and suspicion, must have remained in my mind as something I mustn’t under  any  circumstances  risk encountering again. Once she sprang up from the table announcing her intention to commit suicide. I never left the house without the sense of walking into a cooler, cleaner, saner and pleasanter atmosphere, and, if I had not made friends outside, life would have been scarcely tolerable.

            My father’s state of mind at this time cannot have been cheerful. His wife had made home a place where he simply had to shut his mouth and bear it as best he could. His first child, my sister, he thought little better than a mental defective, who was showing regrettably few signs of marrying and clearing out. Second child, myself, lived in a private world, disregarding what awkward overtures he could make, and was handicapped by an embarrassing stammer… Nonetheless, I think the situation was technically his fault. His personality had imposed that taut ungenerous defeated pattern of life on the family, and it was only to be expected that it would make them miserable and that their misery would react on him. And despite the fact that my mother grew to be such an obsessive snivelling pest, I think if my father had handled her properly she would have done much better.

            I remember once saying to him that, after all, I supposed he had had a successful life. His humourless yap of laughter left no doubt as to what he thought on the subject. It would be somewhat absurd of me to regret his marriage, but I could never see why he needed a wife. He liked his own company best and gloried in his ability to look after himself, and his clumsiness in human relations must have made him an unsatisfactory husband, which in turn must have put a certain strain on him. Certainly the marriage left me with two convictions: that human beings should not live together, and that children should be taken from their parents at an early age.27
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         ‘I would rather leave a child on the steps of an orphanage than send one to public school.’1 According to his daughter, Sydney’s views on education were as dogmatic as his opinions about everything else. But while he was arrogant he wasn’t a snob, and having risen unaided through various levels of society himself, he didn’t believe things should be any easier for his son. The boys-only grammar school within walking distance of Manor Road – King Henry VIII School, or KHS as everyone called it – was where he decided Philip should go. Founded in 1545, it had transferred from its original position in the town to its present hill-top site in 1885. It had a junior as well as a senior section, and this created a sense of stability that appealed to Sydney. When he first took his son to meet the headmaster in September 1930, walking towards his study under the tall central redbrick tower, he was told, ‘Philip won’t come out this way again until he’s a prefect.’2

         Larkin would later insist that his schooldays were almost completely uneventful, largely to make them conform to the adult life he projected in his poems. He was, he told everyone, ‘unsuccessful’, urging them to remember that he ‘was very short-sighted and … also that I stammered, so that classes were just me sitting with bated breath dreading lest I be called upon to say something’.3 As far as his academic performance was concerned, at least until he reached the sixth form, his description is accurate enough. Studious rather than sparkling, he tried hard to seem ordinary. Away from his teachers he created a different impression. While remaining shy he was strongly opinionated – and also proud, confident, and contemptuous of those set in authority over him. Just because he tended to lie low during school hours‚ it didn’t mean he was passive. On his own behalf‚ he was remarkably energetic: resourceful with his day-dreams, his solitary games, and his independent reading. For the first two-thirds of his time at KHS it was these things, not his work, that occupied most of his attention.

         Within days of putting on the green uniform and joining the junior school, the eight-year-old Larkin had discovered that these secluded pleasures could make him ‘happy’.4 Judging by a short memoir he wrote several years later, ‘Not the Place’s Fault’, the daily ten-minute walk from Manor Road to the huddle of Victorian classrooms was also something to enjoy:

         
            Coming up the short – somehow rather unofficial – road that joins Warwick Road by the Station Hotel took me past the line of station horses in their carts outside the goods office. When I went back at lunchtime they were wearing their nosebags, and on my return at a quarter to two there was a scatter of chaff on the ground where they had stood. I liked this corner best at summer teatime, when in addition to the man selling the Midland  Daily  Telegraph  there was frequently a white Eldorado box-tricycle that sold lime-green or strawberry-pink ices at a penny each. Beside the paper-seller was a cigarette machine, which gave ten cigarettes for sixpence and twenty for a shilling … One of my fantasies was to unlock it and rifle the packets for cigarette cards. I sometimes think the slight scholarly stoop in my bearing today was acquired by looking for cigarette cards in Coventry gutters. There seemed to be a ‘Famous Cricketers’ series every summer then.5

         

         Although he was reluctant to admit it, Larkin remained happy at the junior school until he left in 1933, when he was eleven. He was pleased to escape the stuffily protective atmosphere of home, and relieved to find very little being asked of him in class. ‘We were just little boys in short trousers under one or two women,’ he said; ‘– dame teachers [their names were Miss Atkinson and Miss Saunders] – not doing very much.’6 In such a context, and in spite of his stammer, he found it easy to make friends, spending most of his time with Colin Gunner, ‘an ebullient chap of classical scrum-half stockiness’,7 and James (Jim) Sutton, the son of a successful local builder. He included them in his games, invited them home to play with his Hornby train set, and introduced them to snooker and billiards on the child’s-size table Sydney had bought for him. (Before long Sutton had abolished Kitty’s nickname for Philip, ‘Apey’, and replaced it with ‘Snooker’.) Encouraged by these two, and especially by Gunner, Larkin began to gain a reputation as an ingenious and slightly mischievous child. When he entered the senior school, his teachers knew not to believe that the shyness he showed in class was the sum of his whole personality.

         KHS expected a good deal of its older pupils. Noel (‘Josh’) Hughes, who first met Larkin when they arrived together in the senior school, remembers, ‘It was a very literary school, in an industrial town far removed from being an oppressed area, but having enormous cyclical employment in the motor trade. It was a local school, with no boarders and everyone coming from nearby, yet a remarkably fine one: the headmaster insisted that all the teachers had to have first-class degrees from Oxford or Cambridge.’8 One of these teachers, Arthur Tattersall, ‘a great inspirer of our youthful energies’,9 agrees:

         
            KHS was a worthy and respectable school, not in the highest flight of day schools like Manchester Grammar School, but high up in the second division, with a long tradition. Coventry, relatively prosperous in earlier times through its weaving industry, and later from motor manufacturing, was lucky in having two good boys’ grammar schools – KHS and Bablake – both semi-independent, drawing their pupils from local middle-class and professional families, with a growing admixture of working-class youngsters whose families could afford to pay fees or were keen enough to encourage their sons to work for scholarships.10

         

         In the early 1930s, to cope with the school’s rapidly expanding size (there were some 250 boys attending in 1930, nearly 500 in 1939), a new form structure had been devised. In their first year pupils were divided alphabetically, but subsequently the division was made according to ability, with the top stream having ‘L’ after their class number to show they were studying Latin, and the second stream having ‘NL’ to signify ‘Non-Latin’. Such boys as went on from the school to university came from the ‘L’ stream.11

         This streaming system, like almost everything else about the school’s organization, had been the idea of the headmaster, A. A. C. Burton (inevitably known as ‘Monty’). He had been appointed in 1931 after an early career teaching in Lancashire, and remained in charge for eighteen years, restoring finances which on arrival he had found shaky, and enormously improving standards. His educational beliefs were simple and strongly held:

         
            At a speech day in 1938 he told parents: ‘I hold that what a boy learns at school matters little; but the attitude he there acquires to work is of paramount importance.’ He consistently commended hard work to the boys, but it must be hard work intelligently applied. He liked variety in education, but he reserved a special place for Latin, whether because it was his own pet subject, or because most people found it hard, or for some less obvious reason. He showed, by his own vigorous example, that there was no necessary cleavage between academic and practical efficiency.12

         

         At first sight there was little about Burton to indicate rigour, or even competence. ‘He did not suggest,’ one of his surviving staff says:

         
            either in manner or appearance the Oxford scholar or the headmaster of a grammar school of repute. When I arrived for my interview, for instance, I was met by a large red-faced man with twinkling eyes and a friendly grin, dressed in a very off-duty suit and a bashed-in greasy old trilby hat. It took me a minute or two to realize that this was not the groundsman or even the caretaker. He looked like a jovial farmer … His house formed part of the school building and he had intruded on the playing fields to extend his patch of arable. His favourite form of punishment was to bring a boy back to school on a Saturday morning to weed the vegetable bed or plant lettuce in the greenhouse.13

         

         Although Burton dramatically improved the size and standing of KHS he had few friends among the staff. ‘His unpleasant characteristics stuck out more than his good ones,’14 Arthur Tattersall remembers, and another former master says, ‘He reminded me of a boa constrictor in his dealings with miscreants and his beatings were cruel. I felt sick all day after the first I witnessed.’15 Pupils, too, walked in fear of him. Jim Sutton found him ‘awesome’,16 and Larkin referred to him as ‘the resident thug’.17

         To start with, it looked as though Larkin and Burton wouldn’t have much to do with each other. After his year in Form II, where the division of boys was purely alphabetical, Larkin was moved into Form III to join the ‘slow learners’.18 By 1935 he was in the ‘élite’ stream again, studying Latin among his other subjects and beginning to distinguish himself. ‘After the minor débâcle of Lower III,’ Noel Hughes remembers, ‘it was quite a coup for Philip to take the second prize in his next form. Thereafter he always took some sort of prize; for three years for his contributions to the school magazine, and in his final year a special prize for General Knowledge.’19

         As Larkin’s self-confidence grew, his manner and looks began to alter. The mole-like, fuzzy-haired child, peering apprehensively through small round glasses, was now nearly six feet tall, thin, gangling, and openly seeking attention. He grew his hair long, Brylcreeming it, parting it in the middle, and combing it ‘very assiduously’.20 He began to take an interest in painting, and enjoyed his weekly art classes, where he showed a natural ability for drawing. (When Larkin eventually left KHS it crossed Sydney’s mind that he should send his son to art school. Nothing came of the idea. In later life the only surviving signs of Larkin’s early enthusiasm were the skilful, fluent cartoons with which he often decorated his letters and notebooks.) To suit these new artistic allegiances, he began wearing boldly patterned sports coats and grey flannel trousers and – at the weekends – flashy bow ties. His friends thought it merely turned him from looking like a swot into a natty swot. It wasn’t the effect Larkin intended, and as he moved up through the school he modified his appearance carefully. Term by term, he cast off the dullness of Manor Road and took on the bright colours he associated not only with painters but with the Romantic and fin de  siècle  writers he had begun to read. If no suitable models came to mind among writers he turned to musicians instead. Before reaching the sixth form he had started to promenade round Coventry wearing ‘a green … jacket with a red tie which was envied greatly. He also had yellow knitted gloves which were considered de  rigueur  particularly when worn with the hacking mac he also sported. He wore brogue shoes when no one else had heard of them.’21

         Although Sydney financed this exoticism, it was Larkin’s contemporaries at school who were responsible for the change in him. Previously, while recognizing that ‘friends are necessary: you cannot howl to yourself’,22 he had been forced to share the aloof life of his parents. His youth and shyness made anything else impossible. Girls had been especially difficult. At ‘the age of five’ he had ‘conceived a violent passion for a little girl named Mary who had “lovely pussy gloves” (gloves with fur on the back)’ and ‘tried to make advances to her’ – only to be ‘violently repelled’.23 The embarrassment lasted for years, festering in solitude. His sister’s friends were too old for him to feel that he could belong in their world. There were no girls at his school or in his friends’ families. He got used to living without them, slowly learning to look on ‘sexual recreation as a socially remote thing, like baccarat or clog dancing’.24

         Boys weren’t much better. Apart from Gunner and Sutton, and the sons of two neighbours in St Patrick’s Road – Tom Wilson and Peter Snape (who would later be killed in the war) – his only regular companion had been ‘a gentle, slightly older boy’ called Arthur, who lived round the corner in Stoney Road and shared his interest in devising elaborate card and board games. In Arthur, Larkin felt, he ‘recognized for the first time the power to create and sustain private worlds. I can remember now his distress when our games did not tally with his imagined anticipation of them.’25

         Once Larkin was safely installed in the senior school, he realized that not all his pleasure need be so nervously private. Jim Sutton, in particular, helped him to change his mind. Although Sutton was an intense boy, already nurturing ambitions to be a painter (in June 1938 he would move to Coventry Municipal Art School and subsequently go to the Slade), he was also open-hearted and enthusiastic. At his home in Beechwood Avenue on the other side of town, in a house constructed by his builder father, Sutton lived in an atmosphere of cheerful exuberance which was far removed from the moodiness of Manor Road. Larkin started to go there whenever he could, later recalling it as a place ‘with a tennis court and a sunk ornamental pond and two garages…’:

         
            It was not really a big house, but it was the first I had known where people could be completely out of earshot of each other indoors, and which had a spare room or two that could be given over to a Hornby layout or a miniature battlefield that need not be cleared up at the end of the day. The careless benevolence that produced Chelsea buns and Corona at eleven, and ignored the broken window and excoriated furniture, seemed to be eloquent of a higher, richer way of living. The family were natural hosts.26

         

         Sutton understood how much he meant to Larkin. ‘Philip grew very fond of my father Ernest and my mother Dorothy,’ he says, ‘and liked the atmosphere in our house. It’s true, we had quite a lot of parties where we’d drink a lot, and get in lots of local people. At his home [in Manor Road] things were always rather frightening. Sydney Larkin was frightening. He disapproved of a lot of Philip’s would-be friends, but he approved of me for some reason. He was a terribly strong character – confident and dominating – and he used to ask us the sort of questions that children don’t like.’27 In spite or because of these differences between their backgrounds, Sutton was impressed by Larkin. Even though they had known each other for several years, by the time they arrived at the senior school he found him ‘somehow odd, with his bad stammer, thick specs, Brylcreemed hair, long body, short legs. But I had no impulse to rag him. Something about him compelled respect. He was no softy, and he had presence. I think in the [senior section of the] school we felt slight hostility to him at first – he wanted nothing to do with wrestling and so on, but he won us over gradually while we shared common pleasures.’28

         None of these pleasures was remarkable, but Larkin plunged into them eagerly. As soon as he was allowed out unchaperoned he became fanatical about visiting the local cinema, the Imperial (known as ‘The Barn’) – initially to see Laurel and Hardy, later to gorge on whatever was showing: Major  Barbara  (which he saw three times), Love  on  the  Dole‚ The  Marx Brothers  Go  West,  The  Hurricane,  Prison  without  Bars,  Contraband  and The  Doctor’s  Dilemma.  Equally keenly, he swapped and shared books, especially Billy Bunter stories. (‘[Bunter’s] roars and squeaks of anguish were constantly imitated then and for years after,’ says Sutton; ‘Philip seemed to identify with Bunter up to a point.’29) All in all, it constituted what Larkin called a ‘sedentary’ life, but a busy one – and ‘when all else failed’, and there were no friends to visit, ‘he would cycle out into the country to look at churches’, then come back to Manor Road in the evening to crouch on the floor and devote himself to ‘games of all kinds’:30 spin-cricket, crossword puzzles, marbles.

         Sutton and Larkin grew steadily closer as they moved up through the senior school. Tiring of their childish reading, they turned to weightier matters, Larkin discovering D. H. Lawrence and Sutton ‘retaliating with Cézanne’.31 More important still, they began to listen to jazz. Sutton heard it first, blasting from the wireless in his free-and-easy home, and ‘moved Philip in the same direction’,32 whereupon the interest immediately became an obsession. Sydney – in this as in other respects – proved surprisingly difficult to offend. He paid for his son to take out a subscription to the magazine Down  Beat  and bought him ‘an elementary drum kit’ on which Larkin ‘battered away contentedly, spending less time on the rudiments than in improvising an accompaniment to records’.33 Not satisfied with drums alone, Larkin also longed for ‘absolute mastery of what Walt Whitman called the key’d cornet’,34 and when in due course he began making visits with Sutton to the local Hippodrome to hear bands, or bought records with pocket-money, those were the instruments to which they listened most intently.

         Previously, Larkin had heard only dance music (with his friend Arthur he had already tried to reproduce its sound using ‘a kazoo, a battery of toffee tins, lids, pens and a hair-brush’35). Now he and Sutton sought out bands playing anglicized jazz – Jack Payne, Harry Roy, Billy Cotton, Nat Gonella and Teddy Foster. When they discovered American jazz proper their world was transformed. Performers like Louis Armstrong, Pee Wee Russell, Bix Beiderbecke and Sidney Bechet excited them more deeply than anything they had heard before, and Larkin listened to their records, enthused about them and analysed them for hour after hour. When he and Sutton were apart he carried on their discussions by letter, speaking in the same exhilarated language they used when they were together. Writing to Sutton from Manor Road in 1939, for instance, Larkin reported on Armstrong’s ‘Dallas Blues’, saying that ‘Louis’ break on horn serv[es] the double purpose of drawing the attention of the listener to the soloist and enabling the saxophonist to change from clarinet to saxophone in roughly three and a half secs, leading up to the perfect last chorus on trumpet (Blues playing personified) and the unfortunate ending’.36

         The lyrics as well as the music of jazz attracted Larkin. ‘Anyone living in the thirties,’ he said later, ‘particularly if they were fond of jazz, learned a great many lyrics of the dance bands of the day, and these were sometimes quite sophisticated if not really poetic. They rhymed and scanned, and I remember a good many of them to this day. They made up a kind of popular poetry that was quite affecting.’37 Sometimes he wondered whether these lyrics had not influenced his own poems directly, helping to create his ‘assumption that a poem is something that rhymes and scans’.38 It is impossible to answer the question precisely, but it intriguingly suggests that what began as an appetite for subversion (the jazz) led to an endorsement of orthodoxy (in his own formal poems).

         As soon as Sutton had shown him the way, Larkin became the shaping spirit of their new addiction. Sutton didn’t mind this. ‘Jim wasn’t bossy,’ a mutual friend remembers. ‘He was very definite, and had qualities Philip would have liked to have. He looked nice, you know, in that wiry sort of way, and Philip was very conscious of his own plain damn ugliness – galumphing was a favourite word of his. I think he was half in love with Jim.’39 If he was, nothing was ever said openly, although Larkin always admitted that by the time Sutton left KHS in 1939 his influence had been decisive. He was the first person to encourage Larkin to connect his solitary ‘dream world’ with the world at large.

         Writing, Sutton thought, was the best bet. Larkin was slow to agree. In the junior school he had showed no special aptitude for English, and his first year in the senior school had been equally unremarkable. In Form III, however, while waiting to rejoin his true peers, he began to make a mark. Sutton urged him to write stories for the Coventrian,  the school magazine. Larkin decided to try, and shortly before leaving Form III he sent the magazine a half-page of prose called ‘Getting up in the Morning’. It was accepted. Years later he admitted that the whole exercise had been motivated by his desire for ‘social reward’:

         
            What I was going to be praised and rewarded for – if anything – was writing. It certainly wasn’t going to be languages or science, both of which we started that year, nor sport, for which advancing age, with its shortening sight and stiffening joints and increasing physical fastidiousness was rapidly unfitting me, nor was I going to do anything requiring confidence and a speaking voice. On the other hand, I was getting used to hearing my essays read out in class, and to coming top in English examinations by unarguable margins. Words were my element, though I no more understood them, in the parts of speech or philological senses, than a seal understands the water it lives in.40

         

         ‘Getting up in the Morning’ is a brief, conventional complaint about first light and having to go to work – a grumble far removed from the ferocity of one of his last poems, ‘Aubade’, which is set at the same time of day. It was a tentative step towards the high mountain of art, but Sutton encouraged him nonetheless. Larkin spent occasional evenings pounding out stories on his father’s typewriter, he quickened the pace of his reading, he tried to match Sutton’s views about painters with opinions about writers. Nothing he produced seemed exceptional to him or his teachers.

         Not that his teachers saw much of what he wrote. Sutton’s support was one thing; the curiosity of the rest of the school was a more embarrassing prospect. Shrinking from the good opinion of those in authority, he continued to try to seem ordinary. Noel Hughes, for instance, remembers him sitting ‘over to my left, his large head slumped forward more, I suspect, to avoid catching a master’s eye than the better to read a book’.41 Colin Gunner got the same impression – and did all he could to endorse it. Dynamic, irreverent, ‘always buzzing around passing notes’,42 Gunner was already renowned as a rebel. Sydney Larkin ‘disliked’43 him, the school distrusted him, but to Larkin he was ‘a small agile boy with a face like a nut … whose home background, if not richer than mine, was at least more sophisticated: his parents had a car’.44

         It is easy to see the combined appeal of these friends. The suave, intelligent and good-looking Hughes, and the supportive Sutton, steered Larkin towards maturity; the ‘scrum-half’ Gunner sniped at them mockingly. He was openly scathing about Manor Road (‘if you put a speck on the floor there you felt you were spitting at the altar’45) and sceptical about all other conventions. ‘We spent many detentions together, me and Philip,’ he said later, ‘and many weekends. We used to meet every Saturday morning … and go and do something. It was with Philip that I had my first beer.’46 Larkin relished this bad influence, since Gunner kept him ‘in fits’47 and encouraged the feeling that to be seriously interested in something didn’t necessarily involve being pompous about it. It was a role in Larkin’s life which would eventually be played by a far more famous contemporary. Gunner was, Larkin said, ‘a kind of pre-Kingsley [Amis]’.48 Hughes, who also knew Amis at Oxford, agrees. Gunner’s ‘unfailing optimism’, he says, ‘was sufficient to compensate for our morose anxieties. But he was most remarkable for his unbounded imagination. Though without Kingsley Amis’s talent for imitating sickly combustion engines, he played at school the role Kingsley would play at St John’s: he could rescue our spirits from the blackest pit.’49

         Gunner left KHS without reaching the sixth form (he worked for six years in the Coventry motor trade, then joined the Irish Brigade), but during his time there he had a hand in most of the things that brightened Larkin’s life. He organized a ‘cribbing syndicate’50 to help Larkin with his Latin ‘unseens’; once he nailed a musical box to the floor of a classroom so the master could not easily remove it when it began playing. ‘We liked to get the masters so mad,’ Hughes remembers, ‘that they’d rush down into the class and bang someone on the head with a book. These rags would be concentrated written programmes – the first thing to do was bang the desk-top, then drop books, then ask a silly question.’51 Larkin, gawky and stammering, was not an obvious ringleader, yet he was much admired for his ideas and planning – for the sarcastic rhymes he composed about the teachers, and for his skill in not taking the rap.

         His friend Philip Antrobus, like Gunner, thinks that one escapade illustrates this better than all the others. It became known as ‘The Mystery of the Dart in the Hall Ceiling’:

         
            On two consecutive mornings the first period after prayers was physics. This necessitated going from the hall back to the form room, collecting the necessary books, and returning via the hall to the physics lab, which was situated at the end of a long corridor. This hall had a vaulted wooden ceiling, and Colin Gunner was the possessor of a dart which he had adapted, by means of improvised flights, from a school pen. Going back through the hall on our way to the physics lab, Philip urged Colin to try his luck – which he did – and the thing stuck in the ceiling for all to see. After prayers the following morning, the headmaster’s eyes wandered slowly yet deliberately upwards towards the offending missile, and having finally ‘homed in’ on the seeming enigma, he inquired, ‘Have we an archer in our midst? Let him run up now, or I shall punish the whole school.’ As no one wished to claim ownership, further interest was shelved and the school was dismissed. Philip and I made our way to the physics lab, this time minus Colin … [who] had gone to the head’s study to institute his prerogative. For his honesty, the head presented Colin with a physics exercise book – a thick, cardboard-covered volume – and acquainted him with the fact that ‘by this time next week, you will have filled this book from cover to cover on “Darts”.’ I realize that it was Colin who played the major role of the quasi-hero in this little anecdote, but it was principally Philip who had been, as it were, the spearhead of the movement.52

         

         When it came to playing more legitimate games, in the Memorial Park a mile away from the school, Larkin showed the same appetite for rebellion, and the same wish to save his skin. During summer terms, when the pupils played cricket, he was a wicket-keeper, so that he didn’t have to run about much. In winter terms, which brought rugby, it was harder to lead the quiet life, especially since his size meant he was useful in the line-out and scrum. By the time he was sixteen he could no longer avoid being chosen for the Second XV, but the record of his achievements is disappointing. ‘Larkin, P. A. Forward’, says the school magazine: ‘Has considerable ability, and his height and weight ought to make him very useful … Needs to play with far more vigour and abandon, and in the scrums to hollow his back, so as to get in a real shove.’53

         Jazzing or japing, working or playing, the impression Larkin made during his first three years in the senior school remains the same. He was keen to save himself undue trouble. His self-esteem was sometimes high enough for him to sound haughty, and at other times low enough to make him impenetrably withdrawn. He was shy, yet could dramatize his own and other people’s lives – usually to raise a laugh. He wanted to challenge the status quo, but at the same time to stay on the right side of the law. He was solitary but had a capacity for deep friendship. He enjoyed being pampered at home yet was glad to escape it. These are all attitudes which appear in more complicated forms in his mature work, but in the early writing he did at school they are non-existent. The first few pieces he wrote for the Coventrian,  like ‘Getting up in the Morning’, and his unpublished yarns about treasure hunts or ‘Vampire Island’, are so consistently banal that it is hard to see why Sutton ever believed literature might be their author’s salvation.

         Larkin himself remained doubtful. At the end of his pocket diary for 1936, the year in which he finished the first half of his senior school career, he recorded day by day an unbroken run of complaints: ‘pretty awful week’, ‘bloody day’, ‘grumpy growly day’, ‘awful day’, ‘tough day’, ‘pretty awful day’. ‘However,’ he says, ending December with a brief review, ‘I must go on trying.’54
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            FOUR

         

         Larkin’s diary for 1936 gives no sign of it, but ‘trying’ was now likely to do him more good than before. This was partly because his promotion from Form III (NL) to the higher stream of pupils this autumn meant that he started to keep more stimulating company. He was also helped by a slight but important change at home. The older he became the more interest his father took in him. ‘Pop more affectionate now, Mop more gloomy,’1 he noted at the end of the year.

         In the summer of 1936 Sydney had tried to build on this new sympathy by taking his son with him on a visit to Germany, to the resorts of Königswinter and Wernigerode. The following year they repeated the experiment, this time staying in Kreuznach – and in all Larkin’s subsequent accounts the two trips tend to get jumbled together. The idea was that Sydney would combine some of his ‘business’ interests with a few days’ sight-seeing, but as far as Philip was concerned the whole process soon became a kind of torture. The main reason, he always insisted later, was that he couldn’t speak the language (he didn’t begin learning German at school until 1938). ‘I found it petrifying,’ he said, ‘not being able to speak to anyone or read anything … My father liked the jolly singing in beer cellars, three-four time to accordion – Schiffer Klavier, did they call them? Think of that for someone who was just buying their first Count Basie records.’2 Kingsley Amis remembers a similar story that Larkin told him in Oxford. ‘In Germany, with his father, they put him in the front of the bus they were travelling on, next to the driver, who asked a question which Philip thought meant, “Have you been to Germany before?” “No,” he said, and the driver didn’t seem to like that, and didn’t talk to him for the rest of the day. He found out later that what the driver had said was, “Do you like Germany?”’3

         In years to come, Larkin would suggest that these two trips created the loathing of abroad for which he became notorious. ‘I think [they] sowed the seed of my hatred of abroad,’4 he once said – and again, more humorously but no less seriously, ‘I wouldn’t mind seeing China if I could come back the same day. I hate being abroad.’5 There is no denying the authenticity of these feelings, but they are nevertheless surprising. At least, they are surprising if we believe Larkin when he says they were produced entirely by a few days of linguistic bafflement, and if we realize that two years later (in April 1939) he was still able to enjoy a ten-day school trip to Brussels, Antwerp and the Ardennes, thinking it ‘the best and jolliest holiday’6 he had ever spent.

         Clearly, to understand the reasons for his xenophobia we have to look elsewhere. We have to wonder how disturbed Larkin felt being in Germany during the late 1930s with someone of his father’s extreme political views. He says nothing of how his friends reacted when he returned home; he is silent about his father’s reputation in Coventry; he makes no attempt to understand his unhappiness as a disguised or displaced sense of shame. Yet to a degree that is what it was. By the end of his second trip to Germany, ‘abroad’ was connected with feelings of embarrassment at best, humiliation at worst – feelings which as the years went by he simplified and hardened into ‘hatred’. In one sense the experience hurt him deeply, increasing his awkwardness and driving him even further into himself. In another respect it made him more robust, encouraging him to slam the door through which he had recently walked from childhood into adolescence. In his year at school between the two visits to Germany, and particularly in the aftermath of the second, he became much more self-possessed. By the end of 1937, when he was fifteen, he had joined the school debating society and play-reading group; he had started to take part (backstage) in the annual school play; he had begun writing regular letters to the school magazine about anything that amused or irritated him (the amount of time devoted to gymnastics, for instance); and he had affected an interest in politics – briefly forming with Sutton and Antrobus a facetious anti-Marxist trinity, supporting Franco’s cause in the Spanish Civil War.

         He was more confident at home, too. Sydney gave him free run of his library, and his appetite for books grew enormously. ‘Thanks to my father,’ he wrote later:

         
            our house contained not only the principal works of most main English writers in some form or other (admittedly there were exceptions, like Dickens), but also nearly-complete collections of authors my father favoured – Hardy, Bennett, Wilde, Butler and Shaw, and later on Lawrence, Huxley and Katherine Mansfield. Not till I was much older did I realize that most boys of my age were brought up to regard Galsworthy and Chesterton as the apex of modern literature, and to think of Somerset Maugham as ‘a bit hot’. I was therefore lucky. Knowing what its effect would be on me, my father concealed the existence of the Central Public Library as long as he could, but in the end the secret broke and nearly every evening I set off down Friars Road with books to exchange.7

         

         Once it had been discovered, the library proved irresistible:

         
            I rapidly became what in those days was an especially irritating kind of borrower, who brought back in the evening the books he had borrowed in the morning and read in the afternoon. This was the old Coventry Central Library, nestling at the foot of the unbombed cathedral, filled with tall antiquated bookcases (blind-stamped ‘Coventry Central Libraries’ after the fashion of the time), with my ex-schoolfellow Ginger Thompson … at the counter to stamp the books you chose, and the Golden Cross nearby where (in sixth-form days at least) they could be examined at leisure. This was my first experience of the addictive excitement a large open-access public library generates. The sense of imminent discovery, the impulse to start twenty books at once, the decades-old marginal addenda (‘surely the problem of free will …’), not to mention their several atmospheres: the silence of wet artesian-winter nights, the holiday-fattened shelves of summer afternoons.8

         

         Sydney shaped Larkin’s taste skilfully, leading him away from J. C. Powys and towards Llewelyn and T. F., towards James Joyce with no expectation that he would enjoy him, and towards poets who would remain favourites all his life: Hardy, Christina Rossetti and A. E. Housman. In late 1939, when Larkin discovered T. S. Eliot, W. H. Auden, Edward Upward and Christopher Isherwood, Sydney also encouraged him – continuing, as he had always done, to make reading seem an independent activity, only tenuously linked to schoolwork. This suited Larkin well, since he ‘did not much like’9 his English master, M. T. Mason, and wanted to keep his discoveries to himself. He succeeded. Mason, like the other teachers, reckoned that Larkin was merely ‘a quiet studious youth, easy to teach’,10 and when his place was taken by L. W. ‘Joey’ Kingsland in 1938 the impression remained the same. Kingsland remembers that Larkin ‘seemed either very shy, or, more probably, very reluctant to admit any closer relationship than that of the classroom’.11

         As with his reading, so with his writing. Egged on by friends like Sutton and supported more sedately by his father, Larkin in 1936 and 1937 began to produce things for reasons other than ‘social reward’. ‘What did I write?’ he wondered to himself in his fragment of autobiography:

         
            To answer this I must mention Colin Gunner. Without being in the accepted sense literary, Colin, perhaps more than anyone I have known before or after, possessed a literary imagination. Together we got to work on reality and imposed fantasy after fantasy upon our dreary day-school life, until not only had I no time for anything else but I hardly believed anything else existed. If a master separated us, or clapped us in detention, it was plainly only because we had discovered that the repellent-looking dwarf who stumped the town wearing a black cricket cap was in fact his father, or that he eked out his living by selling out-of-date newspapers. (A favourite dodge was to rush alongside a stationary railway train shouting ‘General mobilization! Europe on brink of war! Paper!’ and then vanish, leaving a trainload of puzzled readers with the Daily  Mail  for, say, August 2nd 1914) … Colin read as much as I did and remembered it as vividly: certain sentences even now seem to me instinct with his talent: ‘Half a sovereign if you run him down, coachee!’ is one of them.

            In essence they were fantasies of revenge upon our schoolmasters, mixed with fantasies of brutality too good-natured and free of sexual flavouring to be called sadistic, but at the same time of suspiciously illiberal tendencies.12

         

         It’s clear from these memories that much of Larkin’s writing at KHS was a form of revolt – but a secret revolt, to be shared with only one or two close allies. It created an excitement which swept him headlong into his last two years as a schoolboy. As he said later, he ‘wrote ceaselessly’.13 The ‘earliest pieces’ were ‘little sketches and short stories written around real people’ (his dentist, for instance). Then came an abstract for a play about revolutionary schoolboys called ‘With Shining Morning Face’. Then came several diatribes against various things, such as education and Christianity (though his agnosticism did not prevent him from also writing a verse drama for Holy Week in 1939, called ‘Behind the Façade’). Then came ‘the most incompetent rigmarole called Death  Underwater‚  complete with a Chinese detective who solved the mystery in the last chapter’. This was soon followed by Death  in  Swingham,  which was ‘nearly a full-length novel, and was about a great saxophonist who is poisoned’.14

         By the summer of 1938 this fountain of creativity was jetting up poems as well as stories – ‘poetry of a descriptive kind, about trees and the sky and seasons’, and also mildly erotic, yearning poetry full of schoolboy crushes. ‘Through the winter of 1938–9,’ he said, ‘I continued to write poems, all very much of the same kind, faintly influenced by Keats and Aldous Huxley, until in the spring I broke into freer verse when I re-fell in love with someone. The poems became much more personal and more frequent, for I remained in love during the whole summer, though not with the same person.’15 Larkin left no clues about the identity of those he became infatuated with – it is much more likely that they were boys than girls since, as he repeatedly said, he hardly knew any girls. He did, however, leave plenty of poetic evidence of his strong feelings. Some emerges in ‘Winter Nocturne’, written in December 1938, which was published in the Coventrian  and now appears as the earliest poem in the Collected  Poems.  Yet more exists in the previously unpublished ‘Butterflies’:

         
            
               Side-stepping, fluttering, quick-flicking,

               Dropping like dots under the blue sky,

               Skipping white under the sultry pall

               Of green summer trees…

               Darling, when in the evening

               I am alone in the land,

               When the low sweep of the sun-warmed country

               Returns to me like a forgotten dream,

               I could wish that we had been here as they.

            

         

         On the manuscript of this poem Larkin later added, ‘written variously on a cycle tour [with his father in the summer of 1939, after they had returned from a brief family holiday in Jersey], not very good’. Later still, he put, ‘Pretty bloody actually. ANUS.’16 Other pieces from the same period were also abused when he returned to them a few years afterwards. ‘Case of the fart being greater than the hole,’ he scribbled on one, and on others, ‘bloody awful’, ‘this is a lot of shit’, ‘there is not a line of this shitty thing that is free from the most execrable vulgarity or BAD TASTE!!! Balls. Shit all. Cunt. Arsehole.’ He was just as ruthless about his prose. No sooner had he finished Death  in  Swingham  than he embarked on another novel, Present  Laughter  (the story of ‘a boy who went to public school just for the one summer term, but on account of his extraordinary beauty completely and farcically wrecked the place’17), pursued it for 25,000 words, then immediately burnt it.

         Larkin’s teachers knew nothing of this. As far as they were concerned, he remained above averagely good at classroom English, and undistinguished in all his other subjects. In his report for March 1937 the headmaster Burton wrote, ‘not very pleasing except in English’, and in December he warned, ‘His literary subjects are very good, but he must work to strengthen weak subjects. Uneven and unlikely to pass School Certificate unless he devotes himself to the task of mastering certain uncongenial subjects.’ When Larkin actually took his School Certificate the following year – during the summer of 1938 – it turned out that Burton had been right to feel worried. Larkin got an ‘A’ grade in English Language and a ‘C’ in English Literature and History, but only scraped through in his other subjects, with grades which included a ‘D’ in Latin and an ‘E’ (the lowest grade) in French, Physics and Chemistry. Not even winning the Senior Prize for contributions to the Coventrian  and acting as assistant to its editor, Noel Hughes, could eradicate his family’s and the school’s disappointment – or their anxiety about his future.

         They didn’t have to fret for long. Embarrassed by his poor performance, and liberated from subjects he found difficult and boring, Larkin rallied as soon as he reached the sixth form. Throughout 1939 his reports speak of ‘improvements’, and even though he still did ‘not much like’ his English teacher he worked hard, widening his reading to include Verlaine and Lamartine as well as Auden and Eliot, and changing the mood and style of his own poems accordingly. ‘Pseudo-Keats babble’18 gave way to imitations of Auden and Eliot, and included a short series of lyrics about a Sweeney-esque character called Stanley:

         
            
               The dull whole of the drawing room

               Is crucified with crystal nails,

               Dresden shepherdesses smirk

               As Stanley practises his scales.19

            

         

         Flaunting these new, sophisticated influences, Larkin began to change his image in the school. Instead of pranking or lurking, he became serious and urgent. One of his contemporaries remembers him ‘often stopping people in a school corridor or the bicycle sheds and asking where [the] term’s contribution [to the Coventrian] was. [He was] always with an old folder stuffed with pages of poems, short stories and articles.’20 Such enthusiasm, combined with his now consistently good form work, impressed his teachers, and by the end of his first year in the sixth form his English master Kingsland was recommending that Larkin apply to read English at university. In the normal run of events, the school would have urged him to stay on for an extra year, so that he might have a decent crack at a scholarship, and thereby save his family some money. But as war approached, ‘normal’ events were thrown into disarray, and Burton advised Sydney Larkin that his son would do best to forgo the extra year and the possible scholarship, and apply at once. Sydney did not object. Burton’s plan meant he would have to stump up, but he at least had the security of knowing that the fees would all be paid before he retired.

         The question of where Larkin should go was more simply answered. Virtually from its foundation his school had been linked to St John’s College, Oxford, at which two closed scholarship places were reserved for KHS boys. Because the Larkin family had no connections with another college – or even university – everyone agreed that St John’s was the obvious place for him to apply. He caught the train down to Oxford on 11 March 1940, stayed at the college for the next three days while he took the exams, and by the end of the month knew that he had passed: he would go up in October.

         Four months later he had more exams to take – this time it was his Higher School Certificate – and he was again successful. He won a Distinction in English and in History. The boy who had been merely ‘good at English’ was on his way to being exceptional. The shy stammerer, veering between mischief and solitude, had discovered his intellect. The fantasist who ‘got to work upon … dreary school life’ was turning into a fastidious craftsman, drafting yet another novel. ‘It is planned for 100,000 words to be cut down considerably and is very advanced and modern,’ he announced to Sutton. ‘I shall try to have it published by the Hogarth Press but probably I shall outgrow it quickly. Broadly speaking it is my fourth novel.’21 He was eighteen.

         As Larkin prepared to say goodbye to his friends at KHS he knew that his plans might be derailed by the war. Because of his visits to Germany, and because of his father’s interests and beliefs, he had seen it coming more clearly than most of his contemporaries – but rather than taking a special interest in its development, he felt unwilling or unable to compete with Sydney’s opinions. In a letter written soon after hostilities had begun, he reminded Sutton of the mood in Manor Road by sending him a cartoon entitled ‘Portrait of the Author and Family’. It shows the young, bespectacled Larkin with a gigantic exclamation mark over his head, blushing as he listens to his father waving a newspaper headlined ‘WAR’ and saying in a speech-bubble: ‘The British government have started this war … Hitler had done all he could for peace … Well, all I hope is that we get smashed to Hades … our army is useless. ARP? Ha, Ha! This is the end of civilization … after all, man has to be superseded sooner or later … we’re only a stage in the earth’s development … very unimportant stage too …’ In her speech-bubble, Eva – who is knitting – replies, ‘Oh, do you think so? I wonder what we ought to have for lunch tomorrow … don’t scrape the floor like that Philip, remember I have to do all the work … well, I hope Hitler falls on a banana skin … by the way I only washed four shirts today.’22

         Larkin showed a similar attitude to his family in other letters written during 1939. He mocked his father but never actually disagreed with him – never sympathizing with the suffering of others, and sometimes even making a few mildly anti-Semitic and pro-German remarks of his own. He remained the same throughout the entire conflict. ‘I think Fascism is a bad thing – I think  it is,’23 he told Sutton in 1942, only reluctantly conceding that ‘the German system is, from all accounts, much more evil than last time’24 Even by 1945 nothing had changed. As the war drew to a close he told Sutton, ‘There is a lot in the paper today about what Russia, America, Russia, England, Russia, America and Russia are going to do with Germany … I haven’t bothered to read it.’25 Similarly, Hiroshima gets only a passing reference and he ‘can’t be bothered to read about’26 the conference at Yalta in the papers. Except as something likely to cause him a good deal of personal inconvenience, the war might not have existed.

         In these narrow terms, however, it affected him profoundly. During the winter of 1939 and spring of 1940 his school grew strange to him. ‘What with the advent of fire-watching at [KHS],’ one contemporary recalls, ‘local ARP duties for some senior boys, the call-up of staff and the new threat over us all of being marshalled into the forces, the whole of school took on a different aspect.’27 As Larkin began his last term he accepted that leaving Coventry would, to an exceptional degree, cut him off from his past – and to prove the point he wrote a ‘Last Will and Testament’ with Noel Hughes, which they published in the Coventrian.  The poem leans heavily on ‘Their Last Will and Testament,’ written by Auden and Louis MacNeice, and published in Letters  from  Iceland  (1937); it is a series of bequests to friends and colleagues – relentlessly light-hearted, yet unavoidably elegiac:

         
            
                          our corporeal remains we give

               Unto the Science Sixth – demonstrative

               Of physical fitness – for minute dissection;

            

            
               Trusting that they will generously forgive

               Any trifling lapses from perfection,

               And give our viscera their close attention.

            

         

         Later in the summer, Larkin continued the process begun in this poem. At home in Manor Road he methodically collected all the poems, plays, stories, novels and essays he had written, destroyed those he didn’t like, and ‘select[ed] and retain[ed] a few from the best of the manuscripts’.28 The surviving prose he typed up and locked in a tin trunk. The surviving poems he ‘sewed up’ into little booklets. It was a procedure he had first adopted in September 1939 and March 1940, when compiling a small collection of Eliotic pieces (including a two-page free-verse drama called ‘The Ships at Mylae’), and which lasted, on and off, until July 1942. By then he had made seven collections: two (following Auden’s example) called simply Poems,  and also Seven  Poems,  The  Village  of  the  Heart  (Auden again), Further  Poems,  Nine  O’Clock  Jump,  and The  Seventh  Collection.  For one of the volumes called Poems  (August 1940) he wrote a Foreword. ‘This collection,’ he said, ‘was made with no deliberation at all, many poems being printed within a few days of their being written. In consequence there is much work that is silly, private, careless or just ordinarily bad here … The keynotes of this collection are Carelessness (equals spontaneity) and Platitudinousness (equals simplicity). The qualities in parenthesis are what I aimed at. On the other hand I like most of the poems here.’29

         Eventually Larkin would judge these booklets as harshly as his earlier work. ‘Bollocks’ he wrote in the margin of one, and in others ‘more shit’, ‘this is a lot of cunt’, and ‘another bucket of shit’. At the time of making them he felt more tolerant. Before the summer was over he even liked some of the poems enough to make a selection of four and send them to the Listener,  with a request that they be considered for publication. ‘Three I thought were very good and one I put in to make the others seem even better,’30 he said later – and to his ‘amazement’ it was the fourth, the Audenesque sonnet ‘Ultimatum’, that was accepted by the magazine’s literary editor, J. R. Ackerley. The poem was eventually published on 28 November 1940, during Larkin’s first term at St John’s. He couldn’t have asked for a more auspicious start to his career as an undergraduate writer, or for a better means of announcing his ambitions to his peers.

         Half-buried under its literary borrowings, ‘Ultimatum’ contains images and ideas which were to remain important to Larkin throughout his life. ‘The ship’ in the third line appears again in ‘The North Ship’, in ‘Poetry of Departures’, in ‘Next, Please’, and in ‘How Distant’; ‘docks’ and ‘seagulls’ return in several of the poems he wrote in Belfast and Hull. Now as later these images create a land-and sea-scape in which the longing to escape clashes against the need to stay put:

         
            
               But we must build our walls, for what we are

               Necessitates it, and we must construct

               The ship to navigate behind them, there.

               Hopeless to ignore, helpless instruct

               For any term of time beyond the years

            

            
               That warn us of the need for emigration:

               Exploded the ancient saying: Life is yours.

            

            
               For on our island is no railway station,

               There are no tickets for the Vale of Peace,

               No docks where trading ships and seagulls pass.

            

            
               Remember stories you read when a boy

               – The shipwrecked sailor gaining safety by

               His knife, treetrunk, and lianas – for now

               You must escape, or perish saying no.

            

         

         Although Larkin’s tone would change greatly during the next several years, his themes remained strikingly consistent. While still a schoolboy he squared up to the themes of isolation, evanescence and choice which were to dominate much of his later work. Furthermore, he began to wonder what chance he had of controlling his own destiny when he knew that he was bound to die – bound to hear the wind ‘blowing over the graves/Of faded summers’ in ‘Winter Nocturne’, and to see the seasons passing in ‘Fragment from May’ and ‘Summer Nocturne’. At this stage, his anxieties are insisted upon rather than re-created, and the treatment seems static and monotonous. Larkin realized this himself, and did what he could to dramatize his small stock of personal experiences. But the most vital one – the experience of childhood coming to an end – resisted his best efforts. He couldn’t grasp it. It shaded off too quickly into an unknown future. ‘What was the rock my gliding childhood struck,’ he asks in ‘Nothing significant was really said’, without being able to give an answer. ‘Choose what you can,’ he urges a friend in ‘After-Dinner Remarks’, but has to admit that he must ‘remain/As neuter’ himself.

         By the end of his writing life Larkin had produced a poetic universe so unified that it became in certain respects a threat to his talent. It stopped him re-inventing himself when his original sources of creative energy dried up. To start with, though, his almost instant possession of a complete set of attitudes allowed him to feel that he was bound to find his true voice before long. In an imaginary world made up of ships, shores and high attic windows, he watched the power of individual choice being challenged by death and fortified by comedy. In the real world of Manor Road he saw himself as someone both dependent upon and dragged down by his whining mother and autocratic father.
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