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            Editor’s Introduction


         
 

         This is not the first book of writings by Ted Hughes to appear after his death. It follows Paul Keegan’s edition of the Collected Poems (2003) and Daniel Weissbort’s Ted Hughes: Selected Translations (2006). Both of these are products of editorial intervention and interpretation, since the author himself, obviously, was unable to watch over them as they were shaped from the available material and offered to the world. Letters of Ted Hughes, however, goes a step beyond them, in being the first book to exhibit publicly words that he wrote, sometimes confidentially and unguardedly, for purely private consumption. So the editor’s job has involved certain liberties and risks.

         
 

         Big as it is, Letters of Ted Hughes represents only a small fraction of Hughes’s epistolary output. An edition in three or four volumes, each just as big, could have been assembled, with the guarantee that no page would have been without its literary or documentary value. Many precious things – penetrating illuminations, facts not widely known, paragraphs of ingenious and cogent reasoning, and flights of sheer verbal exuberance – have had to be sacrificed to produce a book of manageable size that would nonetheless serve as companion to one of the greatest and largest poetic oeuvres of the twentieth century. (I say ‘poetic’, but Hughes was also a supremely original writer of imaginative and critical prose.)

         
 

         Something must be said, therefore, about how the letters here came to be chosen. A personal note may help.
 

         The first letters of Ted Hughes that I read were, naturally enough, those he wrote to me when I was his editor at Faber and Faber, during the last eight years of his life. They were like none I had ever received before. Dealing with publishing affairs, they were invariably direct and businesslike, with an extra ingredient of confidentiality and candour that at first surprised me. In addition, though – the extra extra – they were written with so much more concentration, force, choiceness of expression, vocal immediacy, grace and wit than the occasion usually, if ever, demanded. The word that perhaps best suited them was generous. It soon became clear that here was a writer who, even on the most ordinary occasions, could not write at less than his full stretch, or give his reader – not a readership, but a single pair of eyes – anything short of his best performance.

         
 

         I was not surprised, as I read the letters that individuals and institutions have made available to me, to find that Hughes dealt with almost all his correspondents in this open-handed fashion. What I had not expected was that the habit should have been established so early. The letters that have survived from his childhood and the years of his National Service and studies at Cambridge are, inevitably, fewer than those of later times, but they are enough to show that he had already worked out what the formal and expressive possibilities of a letter were, and how he could make the most of them.

         
 

         News of recent happenings and comments on them were, of course, the main point, but, at least from Cambridge onwards, the minor incidents of everyday life, as reported by him, seem to amount to more than that. An undercurrent of priorities has begun to assert itself. With a precocious maturity that must have been fostered by his unusual teenage reading, in which Shakespeare, Yeats, Jung, folklore and Robert Graves’s The White Goddess dominated, Hughes appears already set on a deliberate journey. These are letters of learning and looking forward. Written to family members – his brother Gerald and sister Olwyn, in particular – they recount frankly and pronounce emphatically, and their language has an optimistic flourish and forthrightness to it. When judgements are uttered, they more often than not turn out to be lifelong. What is unmistakable is the writer’s will to find his own way, in his own way.

         
 

         This early discovered style of spontaneity, exercised in family communiqués, proved as fit for the task as Hughes’s correspondence grew. Cambridge friends – again lifelong – and literary associates were treated in the same spirit. In the case of Sylvia Plath, to whom he wrote a remarkable series of letters in October 1956, when they lived apart briefly for reasons that are given on page 33, the language was not radically modified to achieve the note of loving care and encouragement that may surprise believers in a certain die-hard literary myth – or ‘Fantasia’, as Hughes himself tended to call it in later letters to friends. And in the last two decades of his life, when scholars and students sent questions and he replied, sometimes at lavish length, a similar, trusting note is heard.

         
 

         Both in letters of the last kind, when specifically biographical information has been sought, and in less formal reports to family and close friends, Hughes tells his correspondents a great deal about his life. This book is not, however, a biography in disguise. I hope that from the chronological arrangement of my selection, and the notes that accompany it, a compelling and satisfying narrative will emerge, so that to read it from start to finish would indeed be the best way of addressing it; but the story is above all that of Hughes the writer, from the literary predilections that are first voiced in letters from Cambridge, and subsequent remarks about early work in progress, to the painstaking clarifications of textual points that he gave to enquirers in his last years, when he was able to survey, without evident vainglory, a body of work that none of his contemporaries could match. Much biographical material is caught up in this, of course, and the episodes involving the suicides of Sylvia Plath and Assia Wevill, and the death of Wevill’s daughter Shura, are retailed as fully as the partial – in a double sense – nature of the telling will allow. The main thrust, however, is from project to project, from book to book.

         
 

         Subplots and digressions tend to have a bearing on this central narrative, and the letters that concern such matters as fishing, wildlife, the damaged environment, the state of the nation, class, education, religion, astrology, shamanism, or the non-literary arts spring unmistakably from the same sensibility that produced such volumes as River, Moortown, Remains of Elmet, Wolfwatching, Cave Birds and Gaudete. The letters about fishing, for instance, are here largely for the verve of the descriptive writing, but I also had in mind the famous analogy, in Poetry in the Making, between the creation of a poem and the capture of an animal. If I could not find at least a twofold reason for including a letter not on some overtly literary topic, then I would generally decide to drop it.

         
 

         The reader will find a number of letters in which Hughes ventures to comment on public or political matters. I should have liked to represent more of this side of his interests. In the early and middle eighties, he devoted a large part of his time to campaigns to clean up the polluted, exploited and neglected rivers of Devon. This demanded a lot of letter-writing and the letters that came out of it show how fully he was committed to the research and lobbying that were necessary. As he amassed evidence and read the scientific papers, he became a true expert, well able, for instance, to face interrogation at public inquiries. I wish I could have included at least one such letter here – if only to throw light on the disciplined intellect behind such a mighty structure of exposition and argument as Shakespeare and the Goddess of Complete Being – but their technical complexity and immersion in the unresolved political moment would have made them impossible to annotate except at inordinate length, and I have decided, with regrets, to leave them out.

         
 

         Another regret has been that I could not include more letters in their entirety. The single paragraphs or passages that I have taken from larger contexts will, I trust, have earned their place here, and without too jarring an effect of dislocation; but much of the pleasure of receiving these letters must have been in the appreciation of their shapeliness, and I am conscious that that has sometimes had to be forfeited. It would require a separate study to show how that sense of design, that intuition of the right note for the occasion and the right length to sustain or vary it, was achieved. One curious fact, which will have been observed by anyone who has handled either the originals or their photocopies, is how often letters end exactly at the bottom of a page, and yet appear to say as much as, and no more than, the occasion warranted. This happens more often than not. It is as if the size of whatever page Hughes had to hand was like the template a baroque composer would have heeded when writing an allemande or a minuet, or the limited number of bars a New Orleans clarinettist would have had available for improvisation. But my comments have already wandered into speculation, when all I meant to convey was my feeling that a considerable factor in the delight these letters afford is Hughes’s treatment of them, if not as an art form, then as a pretext for the exercise of his artistic instincts. In other words, the poet in him, the maker of cadenced sentences and rhetorical patterns, seldom rested.

         
 

         Readers of these transcripts will miss other pleasures, too. Not the least is Hughes’s handwriting, which changed greatly in some aspects at different periods of his life and under pressure of different moods, but, even when hastily flung down, or hindered by some uncooperative writing implement, is always a sure vehicle of the writer’s character. The momentum of those cursives, when his hand is galloping, in combination with slashed t-crossings and emphatic down-strokes, catches the eye before anything else and makes an unmistakable impression of total engagement with immediate business. An example of this can be seen opposite and in plate 6.

         
 

         Legibility may sometimes have suffered in consequence and, while I have become a fairly adept disentangler of knotted letters, there are a few cases where I have had to admit defeat. These are marked in the printed text. A more pervasive problem has been what to do with Hughes’s spelling mistakes, which occur liberally in both manuscripts and typescripts, and with his idiosyncratic punctuation and sometimes wayward grammar and syntax. I have wanted to do as little correcting as possible, and yet a text constantly interrupted by scholarly ‘[sic]’s and other uses of square brackets would have been intolerable for most readers. With the purpose of keeping square brackets to a minimum, I have arbitrarily divided spelling mistakes into two classes: the first, those I judge to have been the result of haste or inadvertency, which I have silently corrected; the second, those that turn up so reliably that they look like studied and stubborn eccentricities. Such pet errors include ‘develope’, ‘mentionned’, ‘attatch’, ‘checque’, ‘daffodill’, ‘discoursive’, ‘alltogether’ – and the reader will come to recognise others. (As a peculiar refinement of this editorial problem, there is the odd instance where I have been persuaded to ‘correct incorrectly’: e.g. the ‘cacaphonous’ that appears in Hughes’s letter to Keith Sagar of 19 January 1986 was actually typed ‘acacphonous’, which I might have printed as ‘cacophonous’ had he not obviously intended his own favoured version of the word.) Certain names, too, sometimes those of good friends, are spelt with mixed accuracy. I have let such solecisms stand, because, even if Hughes would have preferred them to have been put right in the publication of a literary text, here they serve a special function, signalling an attitude of mind, a streak of untamed nonconformity or disobedience to school rules, that I believe to be eloquent of his character.
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               Second and final page of TH’s letter to Charles Tomlinson, 15 August  1989 (reduced from original A4). (Source: The Harry Ransom Humanities  Research Centre, The Univeristy of Texas at Austin)

               


               

            


         
 

         Oddities of punctuation are even more abundant, and most of these I have preserved as well. Hughes’s use of the dash to open a parenthesis that is not then closed with one is a frequent habit, and, although it can be confusing when first encountered, the reader, in my experience, not only soon gets used to it, but learns to appreciate it as part of his characteristic sentence music. Missing commas and full stops, the pairing of single with double inverted commas, lists lacking their expected commas, and such like, I have tended to keep as Hughes wrote or typed them. What I have interpreted as accidents of no expressive value are a different matter, as when simple hurry seems to be to blame, or a comma may have dropped down and be lying concealed in the pen-strokes of the line below, or a full stop has presumably jumped off the edge of a page of typescript. In such cases, I have corrected silently. Errors in grammar, of which a singular verb following a plural subject would be a common example, I have generally left uncorrected, on the grounds that they are the sort of mistake that might be made in private conversation and so enhance the flavour of intimate speech. 

         
 

         The last book of poems Hughes published before he died was Birthday Letters – intimate speech raised to the level of art. One assumes from the title that, although they lack salutations and signings-off, these poems, addressed to his first wife Sylvia Plath, were conceived as letters because Hughes had learnt, through many years of steady practice, that communications of a nominally occasional nature might still be capable of bearing great weight. An actual, postal correspondence stands behind another late work, Shakespeare and the Goddess of Complete Being, which grew from the series of letters about Shakespeare that Hughes sent to the Swedish theatre director Donya Feuer in 1990. The letters that follow this introduction encompass the emotional truthfulness of the first book and the intellectual rigour of the second, as well as the full range of attitudes, moods and manners in between.

         


      


      

    


  

    

      

         

         
 

         

            A note on dates


         
 

         The  editorial dating of some of these letters has been a tricky matter.  Before the early 1970s, Ted Hughes rarely put a date at the head of any  but his most official items of correspondence. When he did so, that is  the date the reader will find here. In a fair number of cases, when  either the recipient kept the envelope, or the letter was written on an  airmail form, a postmark has supplied the date – a reliable enough guide  to its place in the chronology of a selection like this, even though it  is evident that some letters were written in bursts, over a number of  days, or held back before being taken out and posted. Postmarks,  however, come in degrees of legibility, and I have spent a lot of time  peering through magnifying glasses at some of the more faint and fuzzy  marks applied by provincial and urban post offices without getting a  clear answer. In such cases, the reader will find a date proposed in  square brackets.
 

         Square  brackets, in general, signify my own uncertainty about the dating of an  item. A few undated and unpostmarked letters offer sufficient  internal and circumstantial clues to allow me to give a firm date, free  of brackets, but more often I have let the reader see that the date  given is conjectural. In the most elusive instances, the brackets simply  hold the word ‘Undated’, but there are many shades of uncertainty, and  some full dates that appear in brackets are quite likely to be correct –  only the clinching evidence is lacking.

         
 

         In a book of a different kind, with room to include full scholarly apparatus,  the means of arriving at all such dates would be spelt out; but the  economy of this book is different. So I must ask the reader to indulge  the imprecisions he or she will meet here. When, as will no doubt  happen, it is shown that some of the dates I have suggested are wrong, I  shall be apologetic, but not surprised. Hughes scholarship is in its  early days, and the subdivision dedicated to tracing the poet’s every  step through a study of his letters and miscellaneous documentary  ephemera is not going to be short of work.
 

         Christopher Reid
 

         2007
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            1947/8


         
 

         

            Ted Hughes was born on 17 August 1930 in Mytholmroyd, West Yorkshire. He was the third and youngest child of Edith (née Farrar) and William Hughes, a carpenter. In 1938, the family moved to Mexborough, a mining town in South Yorkshire, where William opened a newsagent’s and tobacconist’s shop.


            Following his sister Olwyn, who was two years older than he, TH received his secondary education at Mexborough Grammar School. His brother Gerald, older by ten years, had been his guide and companion in exploring the countryside around Mytholmroyd, but he had left school before the move to Mexborough, working at a variety of jobs that included a spell as a gamekeeper in Devon, then serving in the Royal Air Force during the Second World War and emigrating to Australia in 1948. In Gerald’s absence, TH shared outdoor adventures and an enthusiasm for the local wildlife with a school friend, John Wholey, whose father was head gardener and gamekeeper of the Crookhill estate, outside the town. Edna Wholey was John’s older sister.


         
 

         To Edna Wholey
 

         

            [Undated 1947/8]


            Ms  Emory      


            

                


            


            Cherie Edna,


            I have seen many strange things in my 17 years; things which, if allowed to roam at will through Whipsnade, would undoubtedly frighten to death the half of the animals which didn’t bolt on sight. I have seen things which, when placed before a camera that posterity may wonder at their form, invariably shattered the lens, burnt the film and slew the photographer. I have seen things which, when taken within the city limits (To the extreme personal peril of the man responsible) stopped all traffic in the streets, paralysed the policemen and covered with green mould the money in the tills inside the shops. I have seen things which, when put on public view, slew the onlooking population by the thousand, melted the iron bars which encased it and leaping for freedom, reduced the room which contained it to general matchwood and lumber. All these things, which once held places of high wonder in my imagination, are now reduced and are dim and forgotten in the dust of eternity, for they are eclipsed; their day is ended; their brief light is  extinguished in the aura of this modern wonder which is come upon me;  and on the pedestal which once held aloft these wonders is placed a new  phenomena. This will indeed startle the dust rimed skeletons of the  dead, and bring them staring from their tombs, gazing in awe and wonderment  on this iniquity of all time. It will fill the empty sockets of their  skulls with a fearful fire and send them trembling in terror back to the  cold clay and the darkness of the dead. For they will have gazed on the  fault of God, the mistake of the Almighty they will have gazed on Edna,  and will depart, terrified […]

            


         


         

            A single sheet, covered on both sides, is all that remains of this undated letter.


         


      


      

    


  

    

      

         

         
 

         

            1949


         
 

         

            On leaving Mexborough Grammar School, and having gained a Scholarship to Pembroke College, Cambridge – partly through the intervention of his English teacher, John Fisher (see footnote to TH’s letter to Fisher and his family of 31 July 1960) – TH chose to serve his two years’ compulsory National Service in the Royal Air Force, before continuing his education. His first posting in uniform was to RAF West Kirby, in the Wirral.


         
 

         To Edna Wholey
 

         

            [Undated 1949]
 

            Ms  Emory        
 

            

                


            
 

            My dear Edna,
 

            Your letter was among the best surprises I’ve had this side of my civvies. I asked for your address from Johnnie, so I suppose he’s gone one better and given you mine. This life is all right in a way, but its next thing to life in prison, and I’m writing this in my first loose time tonight, and yet it’s ten Oclock. I’m pretty lucky with my room-companions, but fell badly in the years cruel end. Edna, I’ve seen rain and I tell you this isn’t rain, – a steady river, well laced with ice, tempest and thunder, covers all this land, and what isn’t concrete has reverted to original chaos of mud water fire and air. Morning and evening its one soak and the sun’s more and less a sponge, and lately comes up frozen quite stiff. At first the discipline was savage, and one youth broke down, but it relaxes daily as we grow neater. At present there’s a bed-tipping fight over half the room. We have a new N.C.O. who comes in by night and talks, and refueses to be savage. The food is scraped from I don’t know where, but parcels from home eke out my straining appetites longing. Nights are a great comfort, for my bed’s warm. The first fortnight, nay 3 weeks, has flown by, and in 2 more weeks I have a 48, then at Xmas 5 days, and a week after, after my training, 7 days, so I might see you, and shall if you are home 10 minutes while I’m home. But bashfully. I am e’en shorn and shining atop. I resemble a post that has been beaten till the tops turn over so you won’t love me any more for the spectacle of horror I am. 

            
 

            Gerald seems well, and writes home good merry letters. He paints a lot, and earns a lot, fishes lots, swims lots, shoots lots, and lacks nothing but home, and that will bring him in another year. Naturally I haven’t heard from him yet here. It’s a horrifying thought to think me 20–21 when I emerge from this morass, but then it’s Cambridge so it’s balanced.
 

            I’ll write more tomorrow, as its after lights out. Its tonight, which was, in the line above, tomorrow. Another day slipped under my boots, just out of my hands, behind the walls from my eyes, in no time at all. I’ve read a little, and now I write a little. I haven’t seen the horizon today for fog, and tonight its cold. I have been eating most of the night hog from home. I shall be 19½ when I see you, and as you say it’s a marvel that youre only 3 or 4 years topside of me. When I’m 20 I’ll regard you as more or less my age, whereas before I’ve always been acutely conscious of your seniority. Now I’ll tickle you familiarly like Mars, and not a boy in short pants. Tee hee. I look forward to seeing Crookhill, though in Winter. Proud to see you remember mi verses, ill as they are, but its your poem, and when I’m inurned in a temple over trafalgar square, you’ll be able to point it out to grandchildren etc. Tonight for some reason I’m rather dull, Edna, to forgive mi tedious eloquence. How’s Peter. I demand he combs, polishes, trims, aligns hair by hair, and warms his beard daily, curling the extreme tips, and blancoing any sidewhiskers, and carries his dragon-killing sword whenever he moves with you abroad, for your guardian must fain be glorious to the eye, and dreadful to the discourteous, so keeping up my standard. Noone must speak to you who has not a line of crowned ancestry that goes 7 times round his waist, otherwise he must speak through Peter or me, that you be not polluted by contact with base minds. I bow and sweep off my beret whenever I think of you, and if it is raining, I doff my great-coat and spread it in the mire, that the thought, so gloriously adorned as with yourself, may go undefiled. At Xmas shall I kiss your fingers at all partings and on each occasion have a gorgeous golden rose embroidered on the sleeves of my tunic. I shall also take you forth and carve our names together in a yew tree, haloed with stars, moons, leapards, and all symbols of moons of Diana. We now possess a gramaphone which you must hear at work, and I must have your opinion on the wreck of my hair. But goodnight Edna, write back, and something may happen to me to tell you. A friend of mine, also in these blue corporal be-ridden toils, took pneumonia on a drenched route march, and has bedded in hospital for 3 months as a T.B. suspect. That’s a sober note to end my letter on a worldly plane, though Lord knows it’s little enough inspired, but a better time will send you a better letter.

            
 

                                                           Lots of love,
 

                                                         your fond Ted.


         
 

         

            A simple but expressive drawing of a hammered post, in the margin, illustrates TH’s new hair-cut.
 

            A ‘48’ was a forty-eight-hour leave.
 

            By ‘mi verses’, TH almost certainly means the poem ‘Song’ (‘O lady, when the tipped cup of the moon blessed you’), the earliest to be included in his first collection The Hawk in the Rain (1957). TH explains the special value he placed on this poem in his letter to Nick Gammage of 15 December 1992.

            
 

            Peter was a bearded acquaintance of Edna Wholey’s, at teacher training college.


         


      


      

    


  

    

      

         

         
 

         

            1950


         
 

         

            After a transfer to RAF Patrington, in the East Riding of Yorkshire, TH was to spend the remainder of his National Service there, plotting flights on map tables and screens, and using the relative isolation of his new posting to do a lot of reading.


         
 

         To Edna Wholey
 

         

            [Spring 1950]
 

            Ms  Emory      
 

            

                


            
 

            My very dear Edna, my address is now
 

               2449573 A.C.2. HUGHES E J 

            
 

                   OPS. SECTION 

            
 

                      ROYAL AIR FORCE 

            
 

                          PATRINGTON 

            
 

                               NR HULL 

            
 

                                  Yorks.
 

            I’m waiting to begin a course for Fighter Plotting. The camp is only ¾ the size of the garden, with the Radar gear sitting all round in the wilderness. Every morning we travel from Sutton (20 mins from Hull) which we share with a fire-fighting training section, out 18 to Pat, and return at 5 at night. There are so many people they have nothing to do, and the atmosphere of the place is generally inert. Today I foiled them. I calculated cunningly which would be the last to go onto the transports, as we’re all drawn up on parade waiting, and thereby escaped the journey, as there weren’t enough transport wagons, as often happens. I was making off with a gay song to some secret sequestration, when a W.O. charged up, roaring like the North Wind, and harnassed me to a truck and a shovel, and indicating a small Vesuvius of coke, cried, “Shovel it in.” I admit, Edna, I resorted to unfair, supernatural means. With sundry charms, I took on an appearence of enormous labour, and bewitched my 5 comrades in disaster into following my example, but they weren’t so clever at only appearing to work, so they filled the truck in no time, and I retired to my idleness with a roused vigour, while they dragged outworn shells of bodies to whatever the NAAFI thought cruel enough to minister. I have read all day. Last week I brushed the guard-room aside and had a 36 at home, as I can run it in a hour when the train’s going the right way. This weekend I’ll be off again for a 48, if the gods think fit to relieve me from my divine duties of watching my 19th Spring burn in a dirty, wheezy, rickety rusty-limbed old R.A.F. stove, one of Ceasar’s cast-outs, for thats the summit, the Olympus, of my R.A.F. endeavour. No, I lie! my 20th Spring.

            
 

            It’s a good thing they’re going to throw me out soon enough to think over all the things I might have done, and not stop me thinking till gravestones and things take the job over for them, likely employees. I’ll write again when things shall stir. Till then I’ll be content that yourself’s looking at the same sun as myself. I do more reading than I’ve done for many a month. Everything good to you and, – seperate note, – a kiss.
 

                                                              Ted.


         
 

         

            The dating of this is based on TH’s (revised) calculation that it is his ‘20th Spring’.

            
 

            Some RAF locutions: ‘out 18 to Pat’ = ‘out at 6 p.m. to Patrington’; a ‘W.O.’ is a Warrant Officer; and the ‘NAAFI’ – Navy, Army and Air Force Institutes – ran service canteens. By ‘5 at night’, TH means 5 a.m.


         
 

         To Edna Wholey
 

         

            [Undated 1950]
 

            Ms  Emory      
 

            

                


            
 

            My most dear Edna,
 

            This letter will probably be reaching you in 1952 or 3, as I’ll have to float it in a bottle through this sad weather. I have been on an excellent new job for a week or two, which may or may not continue. There is little work, no officers, an excellent little sleeping hut, way away among fields by the sea. The immediate precincts are 3 or 4 inches under sea level, and full of hollows, where the rains of this season are becoming tidal, and full of strange beasts. Whenever any transports approach us to bring drinking water or coke or such, they bog like tanks in Burmese war-films, and we are invited to bring forth our pulleys, grappling irons, iron nets, strong arms etc to haul the bemired truck to dry land. Cruising upon these seas that fill our garden and fields is a small herd of wicked bulls. They look in at the doors the windows, lick the chymney, try to ride our bykes and bully everything and everyone without respect, so that, in the occasional low tides, we rush out with catapults and drive them roaring off. And amid all these distractions, – truck extractions, bull destructions, and impending death by water, – I have to call up my strongest demons to rally an imaginative peace, wherein I may fancy forth a letter. I saw such a miserably short presence of you, and that obscured by sundry bulky bodies, last time you were home, that I’ve been wondering when you’d next be home. I spent the week after, – no the Monday rather, – collecting flowers in a hailstorm, and found a bagfull, although I was alone. I hope you won well on my legacy in that prematurely decimated monopoly bout. I think 2 people are the outside limit to be playing any one game. I spend much of my time imagining sundry games for two, that I have plotted forth, and shall try out when I get a suitably enthusiastic partner. Live exultantly and well with all my wishes –

            
 

                                                          Seas of Love,
 

                                                                Ted.


         
 

         To Edna Wholey
 

         

            [Undated 1950]
 

            Ms  Emory       
 

            

                


            
 

            Last night as I was coming down the field I heard a commotion in the hedge, and after a while, out trundled a hedgehog, merry as you like, and obviously out for a good time. I thought he might make a jolly companion for an evening so I brought him in. After a while I noticed he had disappeared and later heard a noise just like the sobbing of a little child, but very faint, and it continued for long enough. I traced it to a pile of boxes, and there was my comrade, with his nose pressed in a corner in a pool of tears, and his face all wet, and snivelling and snuffling his heart out. I could have kissed him for compassion. I don’t know why I’m so sympathetic towards hedgehogs. Once when John & I threw one in the pond, it nearly broke my heart to see it swimming to the shore. It must be that they’re something my affection can’t touch, and as through all my life the things I’ve loved best have been prickles towards that love, hedgehogs have become a symbol of such unrequiteable desire, and move me so nostalgically. I carried sad Harry outside and let him go – he wouldn’t even roll up he was so sad.

            
 

            […]
 

            Those young bulls have grown too big to ride our bykes, so last week they turned to the car of a Warrant Officer who lives in a caravan at the field top, but this car was electrified against thieves, – more for pure fun than thieves really – and when the eldest bullock, with a merry oath, sprang to the steering wheel to drive it into the sea, he was kicked nearly over the hedge by some 230 volts and spent the rest of the night cursing outside our window as if we were responsible. There really was a din for a time. We’re hoping they won’t come back to our bykes. When I came home from 48 last week, at 11.30 Sunday Night, I had to cross over 200 yards of field to this place. As I came out of the village I could hear these 4 bullocks conspiring just inside their gate. All the way over that field, in pitch darkness, they followed me 5 yards behind, and occasionally one would romp off into darkness, and come charging back, utterly invisible, only their hooves heard. When I got in, I had three hairs that looked as if they had nearly begun to turn grey. Had it been day I could have thrown them down; as it was I have sneered at them ever since.

            


         
 

         

            About the Mexborough hedgehog incident, Edna Wholey writes, in the notes kept with her letters at Emory University: ‘Here I think they were ashamed for they fished it out. Ted wrapped it in his jumper and they took it home. When Mum and Dad came down the drive there was the hedgehog rolled up in the kitchen towel in front of the range steaming away.’


         


      


      

    


  

    

      

         

         
 

         

            1952


         
 

         

            TH had taken up his place at Cambridge in the Michaelmas term of 1951, initially as a student of English Literature. The earliest extant letter from Cambridge to Olwyn Hughes (below) – dated by reference to the death of King George VI, on 6 February 1952 – is from his second term there.


         
 

         To Olwyn Hughes
 

         

            [February 1952]
 

            Ms  Emory   
 

            

                


            
 

            Sometimes I think Cambridge wonderful, at others a ditch full of clear cold water where all the frogs have died. It is a bird without feathers; a purse without money; an old dry apple, or the gutters run pure claret. There is something in the air I think which makes people very awake. I have joined the Archery club and am very keen. This weekend I am into London to see Joan & Gerald in their natural habitat; the weekend after into Bedford, staying at Edna’s. I grudge these weekends because we dedicate our weekends to the most magnificent eating – Chinese food & Indian.
 

            Most of today I wrote my essay on the ballads, but do you know what I normally do? I get up at 6, and read a Shakespeare play before 9, and sometimes half an hour’s Chaucer as well. Then I range all day among readings & writings. That early bout puts me ahead all day. My two friends, an Irishman and a Cornishman, the first two I made, are the wildest things in Cambridge. Intellectual talk is very rare because people have no beliefs. Now the King is dead. This term we have very few lectures, but what we have are really superb. One Mr Rylands, who was last year a slow motion dissecting xperiment on Pope, is talking of – speech & action in Shakes’ Plays. He has produced Gielgud from time to time – his lectures are big acts but funny, and lively – full of anecdotes and interesting little ideas and today he xelled himself. Lots of things that I have known for a long time but never really caught, – up he brings them with a lovely story. Do you know that we are the first Elizabethans since Shakespeare wrote Hamlet? Sixty glorious years! I have been poring upon prophetic writings, which predict England struggling until 1960, and from then on, because of her dominions, becoming more powerful than ever it’s been. Now these lunatics have come raging up, and are in ecstasies over the publishing possibilities of my “Journal to Olwyn”. I shant get peace for an hour, so I’ll write more anononanonanonanonaonanonanon.

            


         
 

         

            TH’s brother and his Australian wife Joan were on a rare visit to England.
 

            The ‘Irishman’ referred to was Terence McCaughey, a fellow-student of English at Pembroke; the ‘Cornishman’, David Morton, whose nickname, Cass, is given in the next letter to Olwyn Hughes.
 

            ‘One Mr Rylands’: George (‘Dadie’) Rylands (1902–99), Fellow of King’s College, who cultivated connections with the wider literary world, particularly with the Bloomsbury Group, and with the London theatre.


         
 

         To Olwyn Hughes
 

         

            [Spring 1952]
 

            Ms  Emory  
 

            

                


            
 

            Dear Olwyn –
 

            This is Monday, about the 18th. Last night I came back from a weekend with Edna & her husband Stanley. […] On Saturday they took me to Woburn Park – that’s near Bedford – where I saw squirrels, and hares quite tame and thousands of deer and rare antelope, deer as far as you could see over a great park, and all colours from white through every brown to black, and curious pheasants with tails like rockets, and white emus, and somewhere was a herd of bison which we didn’t see. At night we went to their local rep. which was quite fun – and a guest actor – Ralph Lynn – old 60 odd drawing room comedy Noel Coward vintage, all very dated – reminded me of Hilda somehow – but quite amusing. The play was rookery nook, whatever that is. A trifle, without licqueur, spirit etc.

            
 

            Then on Sunday it rained as it will, and we sat and I read Thurber who isn’t nearly so funny as he used to seem, though the collection was a late one, and not out of his prime. Then I played records to Edna & her spouse while they did odd jobs. And at evening I came home. A very pleasant break I conclude, and it cost me only a bottle of sherry, though it was good sherry.
 

            Last week we had really the maddest merry party that we’ve had. We had dinner in Cass’s room, he’s the Cornishman who’s like a blonde thinner Aubrey Beardsley, delicately on the recovered verge of the same sickness but with more life than a wood-full of cats. We must have drunk a lot of wine and the food was delectable for by 8 oclock we were really inspired – we didn’t sing catches – we made music – à la Orchestra, and some of it, especially the end of one movement, was really astonishing. When we tried to repeat it we couldn’t bring it to a close and it went on and on. Then it developped into the kind where somebody says not much, and everybody lies and laughs like an alarm clock. The next one is on Thursday, but will be broken up by 8-30, and Terence and I shall go to the theatre to A Midsummer Night’s dream.

            
 

            Last week we went to see “La vie Commence demain”, and really aren’t the French naïve – enthusiastically naïve – I mean about ideas and such. It was of a Frenchman who came to Paris for holiday to see all the historic curiosities, but met a high journalist who introd. him to Sartre, Picasso, Gide etc, to learn about tomorrow. Much of it was of atom-bombs and obsolete aircraft, and the attitude of resolution over fear which followed the atom-bomb, – all very outmoded it seemed. One fascinating biological part, which didn’t really need a main feature film. Picasso wisely said nothing, and I think he looks very fine. Corbusier the architect wanted to give man the natural environment of his natural life, because only so can he function happily and more fully – which is one of my own pets. Sartre, of course, said nothing. Gide wittered like a plucked bird. When the French are homing an idea, they seem to be acting a part, don’t you feel, as if they don’t really understand, unless of course, its about art, and then they’re the only people who seem to be able to do it at all. I can’t carry on just now, but I’ll fill out later. While I think – all the superficial people think the Beethoven is grotesque – all the real ones rave after a while. I have it stuck in the frame of Gerald’s picture along with Napoleon, Keats, and the astrological maps for August & February. – To one side I have a little vol. of Botticelli open at Simone Vespucci. Elsewhere are books, books, books, words, words, words, and as yet I haven’t progressed with my murals, though not cooled at all.

            
 

            This is Thursday, and in a little while I must go to supervision, and I am sitting out my bedmaker, who is making purposeful noises in the next room. I had a little letter from you the other day. This afternoon it is archery and tonight it is dinner out and a play. Last night Terence and I went to a small concert in St Catharine’s, which was very pleasant, and the orchestra passably good. Now I look back nothing seems to have happened. Last night I had tea with Mr Camps, and he too thinks the syllabus is too superficially wide, and so much more a knowledge of opinions about literature, than a real knowledge. I aired my belief – the old bards used to have to learn huge set tomes and become so intimate with them, that they became part of their mind. And just as one thinks with adopted ideas, so, if one studied say, just Shakespeare for 3 years intensely, it would be thereafter your mind, and an anchor for all other reading or art. This seems to be one of his pet ideas too. But of course nothing will ever be done, because it is a life long term policy, and nobody’s prepared to forgo immediate advantages. I must be away again.

            
 

            This is Sunday Night. This afternoon I went to a Beethoven Concert, by Adrian Boult and his Boys. Played Leonora I, and 8th, and Eroica. Leonora I and 8th were fine, but suffered wherever grip and momentum and furor were required, – they got through because of their music, but the Eroica, which is a Creative act to hear, was just bled white, – all the fiddlers ticking like a field of mere grasshoppers, or conjurers’ assistants, while Boult’s hands fluttered in the void like Shelley’s for effect. On Thursday I think, I went to see the old Vic do a Midsummer Night’s dream, and I never saw anything so pleasant. The tangle of loves in the wood was burlesqued but certainly not to death. Helena was the sort who was uproarous to hear every time she spoke. Even her serious speech – about her schoolday friendship with the other one, brought the house down, although she tried to do it quite straight. It was all production, but none the worse for any of it I thought – Day Lewis’ wife played Oberon, or is it Titania. And now Auden has produced another Vol. of Poems called “Nones”. I went into a bookshop the other day and began to look for Dylan Thomas’ new book of poems before I realised he hadn’t produced any, or one, rather.

            
 

            I had a letter from Gerald and Joan the other day, Joan very xcited about the King’s Funeral etc, – Gerald very sardonically witty. He says he’s painted three magnificent pictures, and will lend them to my room, until he exhibits them in Aussie. Today I started a Mural, a huge Adam and Eve, terribly falling, which surprised me for success, and I sketched a simply fearsome Satan wheeling over them. I’ve just heard a programme on Henry Moore – the Irish Novelist – because Terence is having a Moore period to Counter my Yeats, but as Yeats always topped Moore in their endless inter-spite, I have it. I am reading Moore’s Biographies which are full of lovely anecdotes – one – Synge had produced some play – and after a reading Yeats leaned forward and said “Euripides”, and then, after a pause, afraid he hadn’t been striking enough, said “No – Aeschylus.” Also a secretary, giving an account of Moore, said he had absolutely no conversation, but often said “Always eat good food”, which would be mixed occasionally with “Read Pater for a style.”

            
 

            We had our first Spring day Yesterday, and so many people were feeding the ducks that I think several died. I’ll send you a Dylan Thomas too.
 

                                                          Look after yourself
 

                                                                and write
 

                                                                       Love
 

                                                                              Ted.


         
 

         

            The actor Ralph Lynn was then in his seventieth year, and Rookery Nook was a farce by the not much younger Ben Travers.

            
 

            The humorous writings of The New Yorker contributor James Thurber (1894–1961) had been favourite reading for TH in his teens.

            
 

            La Vie commence demain (1949) was a documentary film by Nicole Védrès.

            
 

            The Beethoven thought to be grotesque by ‘all the superficial people’ was a prized death-mask. Where TH mentions ‘Simone Vespucci’, he presumably means Simonetta, of whom Botticelli made a number of portraits in profile.
 

            A ‘bedmaker’ is a Cambridge college servant. Antony Camps was TH’s moral tutor at Pembroke, and TH would have had to appeal to him when seeking to change from English to Archaeology and Anthropology, as he eventually did in his third year.
 

            Sir Adrian Boult’s ‘Boys’ were the London Philharmonic Orchestra. Helena was played by Irene Worth in the touring production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, in which Jill Balcon (‘Day Lewis’ wife’), who recalled the fact, played Titania.

            
 

            For ‘Henry Moore’, read George Moore, Irish novelist and memoirist (1852–1933).


         
 

         To Gerald and Joan Hughes
 

         

            27 August 1952
 

            Ms  Emory  
 

            

                


            
 

            Dear Pumpkin & Croft,
 

            if this doesn’t reach you at Colombo, then Ceylon has shifted since I addressed it. I have no great news which is new news; only everything is in the same denuded expression as you left to it. The brass on the cat’s face is considerably thinner, and it is worn out from trying not to look  like an ornament during your last looting days. What cat? did I hear you  say, or was it the cracking of a locust in Palestine as he ranged into our  dynamic wavelength. Well Pa brought in another Grilpe, not so carefully  coloured as Grilpe I, and not as old and with a long spike on the  end of its tail. At first it did nothing but howl about the house like a  sheep-shearing. I suspect you have taken Grilpe I’s mouse in the lightness  of your fingers, but I made an ordinary paper mouse. And now it is  my delight to enrage Grilpe II. So far it hasn’t got Grilpe I’s indolence, it  goes frighteningly berserk instead, – plays conventionally enough but  suddenly snarls and spits like a whip cracking and growls like a big dog.  It is also a mountaineer, and climbs up your trousers as you stand. When  it gets bigger I think it will eat men. It washes itself until its wrists look  to be sore.

            
 

            We had a letter from Olwyn who is delighted with her new work.  I prophesy a time when I shall be living on her income, – I shall call it  “the interest of her debts”. Pa is up at Court on Thursday, to pronounce  evidence and damnation on the Dobroyd boys. Yesterday I had  a clash with the owner of the moor, though I was luckily unarmed. It is  the best grouse season for years they say. So we could have been quicker  than we were and noone need have known. Tomorrow I shall visit a  barber’s – I’ve been letting them get their strength up. The records that I  ordered came, but so far not yours.

            
 

            […]
 

            I trust you, Gerald, are painting, as your religion demands […]
 

                                                          Love,
 

                                                                Ted


         
 

         

            This letter is addressed to the Orient Line shipping agent in Colombo, where it was  to catch RMS Orion as it passed through, taking Gerald and Joan Hughes home  from their holiday visit to Britain. ‘Pumpkin & Croft’ are typical of the joke names  with which TH would often start letters to his brother and sister-in-law in these years.

            


         
 

         To Gerald and Joan Hughes
 

         

            [Late 1952]
 

            Ms  Emory  
 

            

                


            
 

            Dear Gerald & Joan, –
 

            Now if you’re not painting, brother Gerald, you should be. This  black certainly has a talent for handling watercolours, but I envy it no more than I envy a mirror its ability to reproduce every detail that it looks into. It’s just not art, water-colour paint technique it certainly is, but there’s no more art in it than in a photograph. These mirror-people are popular while they’re producing, they always were, because it’s remarkable to see such a labour of detail and exactness, but the pictures contain nothing xept paint. Why do you suppose those huge photographic landscapes and scenes out of the Romantic revival are ignored now, far greater things in their way than your Black’s. And why do you suppose people sell their roofs and daughters to buy the little scribbles on bits of Greek pottery. When a man becomes a mirror he just ceases to be interesting to men. But when a man produces just a little scribble with real life and joy in it out of himself it lives forever because it actually is a bit of life and exuberance which people like in their company. You should read more Blake and his opinions on art, because he reacted in anticipation of the huge mirror movement which is still on, xept for the Picasso styles, and most of those are scenery under a state of sensation, not images re-imagined, as Picasso’s own are. To paint a likeness is to short-circuit your artistic invention and vivacity. Blow your nose on Rembrandt and Constable and the dutch school and the later Italians. Study El Greco, and Michaelangelo who re-imagined everything. Whenever an artist is transferring to paper he is wasting paint and fooling himself. If you’re painting straight out of yourself, painting trees and rocks as they please you to imagine them, you could be a good painter. But when you’re measuring out scenery and bushes you’ve joined all the other extraverted failures. The Black’s pictures just disgust me as being the very extreme of this dehumanised worthless material tendency. But nowadays people only live as they reflect their environments, so they best appreciate all the barren extraverted symptoms, but in the great ages people lived in their minds, and their environment became transfigured with human life, which is still valuable. No person is interested in a dull reproduction of appearences in the end. Everyone is interested solely in human life and the evidences of its most powerful interior episodes. Anyway it means that if you try to paint more like the black you will destroy what is really valuable in your own style, which is interior and very personal. My friend has a medium-sized picture of a moon setting over a sea-shore. I have studied and studied that and at last swore it was a coloured photograph. But it’s not, it’s a painting and not worth 5/- on any stall. Any fool can become a mirror if he practise hard, but only half a dozen in an age can be artists. 

            
 

            This is an antidote against the Black, however much the Australian’s like him. You must remember that any permanent art produced in Australia would have a very limited appeal, because it’s too material and outward-looking as it has to be as a nation. It’s an impossible civilisation for art xept of the futile feeble mirror kind.
 

            Looking at the Black’s you don’t get the impression of a tremendous or even an ordinary spirit, only of tremendous labour of reproduction and all his genius gone into mere technical skill.
 

            You should look over a few books on Chinese and Japanese prints, and Cave art, and the early Cretan & Greek. That delicate, distinct symbolic quality is what you have, and what all good artists have until they get into bad habits. Then of course you should paint more, otherwise when the spirit comes along for a good thing, you’re out of practice.

            
 

            I’ve been down Mytholmroyd today to be measured up for a pair of flannels, precarously enough. Walt isn’t so well. He could pop any day. Vic is in great form, and will go to an art-school. I drew what I thought was a very good lion leaping, but she copied it and improved on it. This astonished me, because drawing from objects or photographs where she has to discover her own line, she’s not as good as that. It really was good. I shall buy her a few books of drawings for her to copy and practise. I’ve worked it all out by parental temperaments, zodiacs, and such, and decide that she will probably be very good one day, because she’s more than Hilda can stifle. I go back to College on Thursday. Today I saw Johnny off to Nigeria, and tomorrow I shall shoot off all the ·22 ammo that I possess, before it gets too old to shoot off at all.
 

            I haven’t received those pictures yet. Happy new year
 

            Ted.
 

            

                


            
 

            Pa is looking very well & so is Ma. On Sunday we walked back over the moors from Haworth.


         
 

         

            The ‘black’ artist disparaged here was Albert Namatjira (1902–59), Australian watercolourist of the Western Aranda tribe.
 

            Walt, who ‘could pop any day’, was TH’s maternal uncle, Walter Farrar, prosperous Mytholmroyd mill-owner. He died in 1976, in his eighties. Walter’s sister Hilda had an only daughter, Vicky, who attended Huddersfield College of Art.

            


         
 

         

         
 

         To Olwyn Hughes
 

         

            [Undated 1952]
 

            Ms  Emory  
 

            

                


            
 

            Swift is the only stylist. The excellence of any other writer is in some peculiar charm or some private strength of which the wielding is enviable but secret by nature of its being so private, original or unusual. Swift’s excellence is a talent for clarity simplicity and power. His inimitable peculiarities are in choice of subject, or tone, but his writing is the bed-rock from which every writer must start. It is the norm of the language, and you can’t go wrong to imitate it: it is the restrained side of every private peculiarity. Copying other writers leads people into all manner of blunders in taste, because they mimic those mannerisms for which they have no innate propensity themselves. Copying Swift’s peculiarities can only refine the fundamental qualities of literature, clarity, precision, conciseness and power, of which everyone contains the original capacity.

            
 

            […]
 

            Most important is to be able to enter a word like a continent. Meditate on the individual words, then you’ll use them by an act of imagination, and with effective power, not merely flip them out of a jargon memory in a conventionalised encompassing of a flavoured thought. Then as often as you can, just write. Swift’s one of those writers I wish I had by heart – Next to Shakespeare and Chaucer and before all others. Get a paragraph you like, learn it and often repeat it, and you’d be amazed how you can energise whatever you write just by conscious reference of tone or use to that one charge. Forget subtlety, and the ephemeral fringe of sensation, or organised thought and co-ordinated important use of words will forget you.

            
 

            To my sister on her beginning her literary career.


         
 

         

            These two excerpts are from a letter, or note, of which only half a sheet, covered on both sides, remains. Olwyn Hughes herself cannot recall the occasion, but it may be the moment in late 1952 when she moved to Paris, to take a secretarial job with the British Embassy. After working for various international organisations, she eventually joined the theatre and film agency Martonplay.

            
 

            During her brother’s teens, Olwyn had shared a number of her literary enthusiasms with him, persuading him, in particular, to take Shakespeare seriously.

            


         


      


      

    


  

    

      

         

         
 

         

            1953


         
 

         

            Before the end of his second year as an undergraduate, TH had undergone the crisis that led to his abandoning English Literature as an academic study. The dream that emboldened him is told in ‘The Burnt Fox’, the second piece in TH’s prose collection Winter Pollen, as well as in his letter of 16 July 1979 to Keith Sagar. For his final year, beginning in the autumn of 1953, he was a student of Archaeology and Anthropology.

            
 

            At some point, between the letter printed below and a previous one to Gerald and Joan Hughes, dated 10 August 1953, in which the subject is not raised, he seems to have turned his thoughts towards emigrating to Australia, to join his brother. Precisely when he took the formal step announced in the letter to his parents that I have provisionally placed some months later has not been ascertained.


         
 

         To Gerald and Joan Hughes
 

         

            25 November 1953
 

            Ms  Emory     
 

            

                


            
 

            Dear Gerald & Joan,
 

            Thanks for these marvellous vicarious holidays you’re supplying me with. My new prayer is that everyone doesn’t realise what a paradise Australia is, and fill it as if it were their normal Hell. I’m trying to get an extra year here, and I shall then have a teaching diploma, with which I shall not starve in Australia, nor live on the edges of your plates. Teaching is really a kind of compromise with the demands of real life, but I wouldn’t mind it for a year or two. I should never stick down in a school in the bottom of a rut the shape of an industrial town’s back street. It has lots of free time too. It will do until I free my hands. Olwyn writes leasurely from Paris where she leads a happy indolent existence, with every promise of enormous fortunes I’m sure. Sooner or later one of the three of us will pull out a real gold-laying goose, and then the other two can enjoy their life’s ambition, to lean back and parasite in luxury. I asked Ma to make me some curtains for my differently sized windows, and asked for them to be green. She made them and had them dyed. I received the wrong number of curtains, monstrously wrong sizes, and almost jet black all of them, absolutely useless – Lord knows what we can do with them, – blindfold elephants. I have a new power-scheme. My daily charge now always contains six eggs whipped in a pint of hot milk, with a great handful of brown sugar – a delicious soup. This is besides meals. I buy meat and roast it in front of my fire, which brings people slavering from the other side of college to cram their nose in my keyhole. I do this in the middle of the night. I go to bed about 11, and get up at 2-30 in the morning. Then I work, and sing, and spring about amusing myself and draw grotesque figures on my walls until about 7, then I go to bed until 9-30. By this means I get two first sleeps, and feel fresh as a flower. The second (7–9-30) sleep is always full of the most marvellous dreams, and this is the best part of my day. This is like leading two lives. The night is so still and empty, and I’m alone in it so completely, that it’s like the great pursuits, shooting and fishing and smirking at the distance. Piano playing comes on very slowly, but I have less will power than a gorged louse, and tend to neglect it. I wish you could see my room – it’s the very epitome of an artist’s studio without any nonsense. I never hear from Johnny, so maybe the nigs have got him in a pot, and Alice in with him for seasoning. My new study is Archaeology – I learn all about the beginning of life and everything since, which I shall delight to expound to you. So far Croft has kept silence. Even about our mutual profit, I mean the scheme whereby I invent plots, and you, Croft, elaborate them with passions and apt exclamations. You could become internationally famous – you’re Gemini, and according to antique authority have a literary talent, which of course you’re letters prove. So look to it. Say “Send me fifty plots to warm the pen-nib,” and delight my hopes. So you can work your fingers to little grooved bones, and I can count the revenue, which is the height of my miserable ambition, to be such an accountant. How’s painting?

            
 

                                                          Love,
 

                                                                Ted.


         


      


      

    


  

    

      

         

         
 

         

            1954


         
 

         

            At the end of his third Cambridge year, TH completed his undergraduate studies and gained a 2nd-class BA degree. Although there was talk of his studying for a Diploma of Education, he is not known to have enrolled for any such course. Instead, he spent the next year and a half in miscellaneous employment that included – in something like this order – jobs at London Zoo, in a rose nursery, as a security guard and in the script department of J. Arthur Rank, for which he read books that were being considered for cinematic treatment. He seems, too, to have gone back to Cambridge often. TH’s letters yield only the scrappiest information about this period and few can be dated with certainty.


         
 

         To Gerald and Joan Hughes
 

         

            23 February 1954
 

            Ms  Emory  
 

            

                


            
 

            Dear Gerald and Joan,
 

            I really think I’ve made a record silence this time. Where did I stop? Have I written to you since Xmas? Well it is now almost very soulful Spring, xept in that new things are chary of display, because when they came out admiring each other in the December deceitful weather, they were most brutally and directly hit in the eye by the December honest weather, whereupon we froze up. There I suppose I stopped. There was such a freeze here that the Cam had four inches of ice, – the swans had to hop to let the ice get under, and then they dropped back onto it and walked. Everyone had to wear skates. But no snow. Only in Wales where ponies and birds froze solid. And when that passed, here it is very unremarkable climate, neither hot nor cold, weather with its coat over its arm and damp umbrella rolled so to say, glancing up occasionally at its skyline, or deducing from the flight of birds. I am teaching myself perfect freedom. I do what I want just xactly when I want in such matters as sleep, food, acquaintance etc. I suppose most people do really – but no, they do not. When I feel hungry I eat, when sleepy I sleep – anywhere – just stretch out and sleep. And this is a great reservoir of recuperative effects. Also the nagging harnass of conforming exhausts me I discover. I am built for a very quiet life, or else this sort where I do just as I like. When I work at some work eventually it will have to fit my scheme, because I could never suffer to be slowly killed by conforming to the absurd hysterical impersonal clock-kingdom legislation, or daily commercial round. However these metaphysical matters have rude heads, and should never have appeared on this page. Imagine my exquisite possessions: here I sit, having had the will-power to arise at 8 and wash my nylon shirt, now waiting, composing letters in a profound and intricate geometry of lights and shades, according to the modest emerging my room makes of a morning, merely waiting until it is time to buy herring roes, and these I shall deliciously fry, and devour, and so on into my entered day. This is discovering the great secret of possessing my soul in patience, not to be perfected in a hurry. The great first principle is that the clamour of the world is just wrong, and on a mistaken tack. That frees you from following its every stir as though it were a thing preparing to leap at you, you just let it go, confident that what you are missing would be extravagant squandering of spirit and no good, and from it select just such opportunities as are best suited to your inclinations, because when you are free from servile obedience to the noise, your inclinations are your needs. All this very slowly, – not more than one venture of virtuousity in a day, – there’s no reason why you shouldn’t live only one life, why try to live another nineteen, and succeed only in living one twentieth, because life is never measured in xtent. When I rock my desk and watch my ink wobble I am as delighted and sufficed as I can be. Isn’t this a very philosophical religious letter? All this is straight out of the Bible. How is Dostoevksy? Balzac? When I come out there, I shall expect two learned characters. Write and tell me secrets.

            
 

                                                          Love
 

                                                                Ted.


         
 

         

            Not in the habit of disclosing either his name or his address in the space provided on airmail letter forms, TH in this instance has put: ‘Jack Happygraft / Houses of Peerlymount / Calcutta’.


         
 

         To Edith and William Hughes
 

         

            [May 1954]
 

            Ms  Emory  
 

            

                


            
 

            Dear Mom & Dad,
 

            I am going to surprise you with this letter. I have filled in emigration papers for Australia. When I shall get a boat I don’t know – may be months or a year. There is a girl here that I shall take with me if I still feel like it, and probably marry her before I go. She is willing to do anything as you see from the fact that she is willing to do this, which is the extreme any of things. She is a nurse and from some angles looks very like me, everyone says. Don’t immediately imagine that I am being gulled. I kick her around and everything goes as I please. Unless I make this very decisive step I shall float and float remaining in England. I dread anything but going to Australia as quickly as possible. This loitering at University in a pretence of education is rapidly becoming nothing but self-deception, and I shall be no better for another day of it, now that I am sick of it. I don’t imagine that Australia is a simpleton’s paradise, but the psychological impetus I shall get by being a newcomer and a beginner together will carry me much farther than struggling up one more weary rung here on the old ladder in England, almost all rungs of which I have learned to despise. In Australia the bottom rung is endurable because all the rungs are possible. However this letter is merely to get you used to what have been vague ideas having become facts and actual circumstances.

            
 

            If my boat sails before the Dip. Ed. course, I shall sail on it. If it sails during the course I shall sail on it. I shall do as much of the course as I have time for, but sail when my boat sails. If I had enough money I would sail as quickly as I could get a berth, but this cheap (£10) emigration scheme takes its time and ours. I wonder if Walt would like to come along. If he would pay our fares I would set about getting tickets tomorrow, and might get them on the next boat or this summer. Otherwise I shall have to go on the emigration boat.

            
 

            This ridiculous xam begins next week. I despise myself for having allowed myself into such a position that such an exam is the concern of my time and attention. This is really fiddling while Rome burns. The men that walk out of University are invariably the strongest minded most intelligent ones. The fools cannot see it as unimportant, and if they carelessly neglect it because they are fools, they get frightened and are recognisable on all sides, some commit suicide, one last week. The weak-minded ones procrastinate and at the expense of all their time retreat to the lowest corner of the lowest tripos. The conventional ones, and the ones secure in predetermined destinies and professions, go quietly through with what they began. The individual ones protest and mock but do it, unless they are so determined or intelligent they find it as easy to walk out.
 

                                                          Love,
 

                                                                Ted.


         
 

         

         
 

         

            The Australian government had offered assisted fares to young British people wishing to emigrate there – an offer with a strict time limit. Whenever it was that TH applied, he kept the option alive until the last moment, when the matter was in effect decided by his marriage to Sylvia Plath in 1956.
 

            The ‘ridiculous xam’ is presumably the first, or one, of the papers TH was about to sit for his finals.


         
 

         To Gerald, Joan and Ashley Hughes
 

         

            16 October 1954
 

            Ms  Emory  
 

            

                


            
 

            Dear Gerald, Joan & Snatchgrubbington –
 

            Wave this before Ashley’s eyes, crying – look at our millionaire relation, Ashley, future security etc. I wrote to you imparting the circumstances and promises of my latest scheme, – mink-farming. I have written to Australia House, and they tell me mink are definitely “out”. Canada house tells me it is cheaper and easier to breed mink in the British Isles, and that the climate is better even than Canada, – various details. Now. I am going to do this – whatever. It would mean that within eight years we could be secure for the rest of our lives – and by then I shall be writing very saleable sentences, as is already appearing. There’s nothing I want to do so much as come to Australia, and especially now, to get in at Ashley’s education, but I would be without any but the most struggling of professions, and I should be a responsibility to whoever touched me. I am going next week onto a mink farm – a big one – with a very experienced man who has promised to show me everything – the one a mile from the new house. I can live cheaply at home, write morning and night, poach deer, – there are deer now up Hardcastles, – and generally prepare myself to start. Here’s an American, wealthy and full of energy, an Irishman, – full of benevolence, who promise to provide everything in the way of contacts for food, capital, – so long as I get the skill. I see it as an extension of my trapping over Old Denaby – it’s not as if I’d been brought up as a commercial traveller anyway. I am amassing lots of information on it, and I’m sure I can be making £12000 in four years – without tax & cost – if I have a one man help at that time. Now this seems to me a far better bet than coming to Australia immediately, & scraping round. In this way both you and me & Olwyn too – if she will support me for the first two years as she promises – can be independent within three years. Now here is a suggestion I hope you will not treat with horror – Up to three years I can do all the work myself – or up to two at the least – Olwyn will work to keep me, and I shall of course write. Not even feeding will be much expense until the fourth year. Once I have started – with land, cages, feeding supplies, 15 mink, – I am all set for a fortune. There is only one snag – I shall need more than my own labours to breed enough mink to make the money possible. Now if you come over, say, in the second year, or even earlier, you & Joan could work to keep us and the mink alive, and Olwyn too would be working, and I would be writing, and I would be tending the mink, and you would collect the food in a little van or something from the feeders every morning before you go to work – from the butchers, or whatever – the farm will be near a food supply – until – so on until – wham, in the fourth Spring there is work for all of us, also about £2,000 from the 3rd year sell off of surplus males, then in the fifth Spring £12000, and, if we like, double the breeding stock again, – there would be enough of us to do it – most of the work’s just carrying food round – and that would mean in the 6th Spring £24000, or we could keep it steady at a lesser figure. This isn’t a dream – there is only one condition – that you keep mink of only the finest quality, which, of course, we shall take good care to do. There aren’t very many of the very best mink, and yet they’re cheap enough. After 8 months on a mink farm – covering all the important stages – I shall know enough to select a good stock – I already wouldn’t be fooled on several points. After ten years – or we could cut it down to lazy proportions – you could slope off to Australia again to buy hotels, Walt would have died of envy – write quick, quick.

            
 

                                                              Ted.


         
 

         

            Ashley Morris was Gerald and Joan Hughes’s first son, born 11 August 1954.
 

            The mink farm was one of a number of money-making schemes, enthusiastically researched by TH and proposed to his brother, in the hope of coaxing him back to Britain.
 

            Old Denaby lies south-east of Mexborough.


         


      


      

    


  

    

      

         

         
 

         

            1955


         
 

         

            Olwyn Hughes returned from her job in Paris to stay with her parents in the summer of 1955, making rough dates possible for the first few of these letters. TH’s exact location at any particular time may be hard to fix, but it is clear that Cambridge continued to attract return visits.


         
 

         To Olwyn Hughes
 

         

            [May/June 1955]
 

            Ms  Emory  
 

            

                


            
 

            Dear Olwyn,
 

            I wonder how you’re surviving. You should be doing something besides, – writing those articles, – to make your stay worth-while perhaps. I’m glad you liked the poems. They’re nothing that I can bear to read now. The first one has the best and the worst points. The second has three good verses to begin with, but flat, like a picture, and static, and the end is ridiculous. The third is at least a complete style, but in that particular instance too much on one note I think. But it is speech – the whole mind moving together – not a particular lyrical strain defined – death of language that. I would like my metaphors as in proverbs, not as in metaphysics. And the sound of a single voice argueing – not the atonal voicelessness of most verse now.

            
 

            Everybody down here is doing exams at present, so it’s very quiet. During the mornings I go to work. I’d do something else, I think, but ever since I came down here I’ve had athlete’s foot, which at times has made it uncomfortable to get about. It’s clearing up now, in fact it’s cured – but my feet and hands are covered with little rags of dead skin and unsightly blotches of new.
 

            I seem to have spent most of the week dishing up information on this author and that for the desperates, and everyone I know seems to be a desperate. The argument of Shelley’s defence of Poetry I remembered from Mex. Gram. My host – a monstrously built Pisces – 24 stone – has so far done the whole exam on quotes I selected. He has a gift for flannel and a journalistic approach which is perfectly suited to the few bare crumbs of knowledge I’ve pointed out for him – rather like Roger Owen only knows less – can reel off a Daily Mirror leader article on any incident before the incident is over, everything in neat order.

            


         
 

         

            Written on the back of a letter to TH’s parents, accompanying a package of laundry, this is either incomplete or unsigned. The poems TH had shown his sister cannot be identified, but they may have included items that were first printed either in the Cambridge magazines Delta and Chequer, which were now taking his work, or in Saint Botolph’s Review, which was to be launched by his own circle of friends in February 1956.

            
 

            TH’s ‘host’ was Michael Boddy, a student at Queens’ College.


         
 

         To Edith, William and Olwyn Hughes
 

         

            [Summer 1955]
 

            Ms  Emory  
 

            

                


            
 

            Here I am in Baldock, in a labour camp, ready to break from my bed at 6 in the morning to fiddle with roses. If I can get my tent pitched out there near the job I shall save almost everything, and shall then have enough money to live well till either my next job, or this B.B.C., which is slowly under way. The people in the B.B.C. are more nauseous than any other external objects I ever encountered. I don’t think I’d like to work with them much.
 

            I worked in London for two days at Regent’s Park Zoo. It was good food and everything else bad.
 

            […]
 

            I shall know today whether I can pitch my tent at this rose job, – and then my address will be, I think, Hitchin Post Office, but as the Rose gardens are quite a way from Hitchin there may be some nearer place.
 

            The job is following round the expert as he grafts expensive rose-buds onto common bushes, and doing all the trimming-and-tying up-with-raffia – a back-breaking job apparently, but outside, and with roses, and with good employers.

            


         
 

         

            The small, lined sheet on which this is written is torn at the bottom, so only excerpts are possible. TH was never an employee of the British Broadcasting Company, although he later came to write and present radio programmes for it. His job at the time was with the Hertfordshire firm of Ena Harkness & Co.


         
 

         

         
 

         To Edith, William and Olwyn Hughes
 

         

            [Summer 1955]
 

            Ms  Emory  
 

            

                


            
 

            I am out of Baldock Hotel at last, after four nights in there, which came to 32/- – the most expensive item of this episode I hope. The fellow I work with in the rose garden is the leading man in local rep., a very nice fellow, who is all day long asking me such questions as
 

            ‘Ted, as stones grow older do they grow larger or do they grow less?” or
 

            ‘Ted, where did all the water in the sea come from, surely it didn’t all just rain?” – and “Why doesn’t water wear away?” – he made one or two enquiries of a more practical bent and got me a little camping site in an orchard behind a pub, 500 yards from work – so now I can save all my money, and it should be full rate next week.
 

            […]
 

            Everything is perfect. This is perfect country, perfect weather, perfect money. The people are appalling – horrible unhappy snoots & crumbs – this is the fringe of suburbia, where the very wealthy and the very emulous live – the sides of the roads are lawns, the towns are garden cities, with “People’s Halls”, and notices outside large buildings “Ladies’ pleasant evening” – every lane is a drive to a huge house or a field of priceless cattle, or seedling rare flowers or a golf course, cricket ground, bathing pool. Very strange! But the open country is lovely.

            


         
 

         To Lucas Myers
 

         

            [Autumn 1955]
 

            Ms  Emory  
 

            

                


            
 

            Dear Luke,
 

            I have come for two days. If I cannot sleep on your floor – not without Mrs Hitchcock’s blessings this time – I shall move on.
 

                                                            Ted
 

            

                


            
 

            I have gone to eat.


         
 

         

            Lucas Myers (b.1930), an American student at Cambridge, was living in the dining-room of St Botolph’s Rectory, Cambridge, when TH left this note there. Earlier in the year, Myers had occupied a chicken coop in the garden, with TH occasionally sleeping under his bed or pitching his tent outside. All this, however, ceased when Myers’s moral tutor insisted he make more orthodox living arrangements and Helen Hitchcock, his indulgent landlady, invited him to move indoors.

            


         
 

         To Gerald and Joan Hughes
 

         

            10 October 1955
 

            Ms  Emory  
 

            

                


            
 

            My life lately has been such a turmoil I haven’t felt like writing to anyone, though I’m sure I don’t have to wait till I have special news. At present I’m living in London again. I shall have to get a proper respectable job because if I don’t Ma will just worry herself away. So I’m trying to get onto Television, or the B.B.C., or into films. Once I’ve got some experience I could come to Australia and work much more profitably. I have a friend who’s an agent for American T.V. and I gave him a bunch of plots for T.V. plays the other day – (they have teams of apes to write them up as T.V. plays) – and he accepted two. If he’s accepted them it’s likely his boss will accept them too – and they pay anything up to 1000 dollars. I had an interview for Ealing Studios – the film co – to start as a supervisors assistant or something – miserably paid – but I could force in film scenarios, and once I got skillfull at that we’d all be rich. The other day I won £25 on a newspaper competition. At present I work as a security guard – sitting in a little office at a girder-factory all night – I spend the whole time writing and I draw £8 a week, so it’s O.K. till I get something better. I feel very angry at the bottom though. If I were to do what I really wanted and went on a trawler in the North Sea for the Winter, my Ma would take to her bed. I shall have to become respectable – but I shan’t stay in London longer than to get qualifications to move profitably elsewhere. My idea is to save everything for about five years, then buy a house in Oxford or Cambridge & farm it out to students & nurses at £3 a room – offer a landlady free living in the basement. One of my acquaintances does this, and spends his time pottering about the world on the income. Then two and three houses. What different lives we would lead if we had a bit of money.

            
 

            If we could get a line of houses running, there’d be no need to buy aircraft parts. Another branch would be garages – half a dozen brick garages here and there in small towns – 10/- a week. If I could paint as you can Gerald I would long to buy not a house for yourselves, but a house in Melbourne that you could fill with lodgers – one per room – get so much security, – then paint. If you send me a dozen of the best sort of your paintings, I can guarantee £15 to £20 each here in London. Everybody who sees your pictures says the same. It’s not as though you toiled over them either. I’m sure you could average one per week and more likely two, – and after the first thirty it would be £30 each, then £40. Good God, you’re mad not to exploit that vein. You could earn more on it anyway than you do at work – not £6 each but £15.

            


         


      


      

    


  

    

      

         

         
 

         

            1956


         
 

         

            Saint Botolph’s Review, edited by David Ross, appeared on 25 February 1956. TH and Lucas Myers were among its contributors; others destined to be TH’s lifelong friends were Daniel Huws and Daniel Weissbort. The magazine was launched with a spirited party, at which TH and Sylvia Plath met. An American graduate student, on a Fulbright Scholarship, studying for an MA in English at Newnham College, Plath was sufficiently striking in her looks and behaviour, and had published enough poems in student magazines, to have caught the attention of the Saint Botolph’s group, who had quickly decided that she stood for the kind of poetry to which they were opposed. Her own account of the meeting with TH, and their immediate mutual attraction, is given in The Journals of Sylvia Plath 1950–1962.

            
 

            What followed – rapid romance, marriage, honeymoon in Spain, return to England and Cambridge – can be traced through the letters below. The period of separation, while Plath was back in Cambridge negotiating her position as a secretly married student, and TH was either in Yorkshire, at his parents’, or in London, yielded a unique exchange of letters. Eventually, TH would join his wife, they would find a flat in Cambridge, and he would take a teaching job while she continued her studies.


         
 

         To Olwyn Hughes
 

         

            [Early 1956]
 

            Ts  Emory  
 

            

                


            
 

            I discovered the other day that one can live in Hungary even more cheaply than in Spain. Is that so? It would be a better place to live than Spain – Spain being the oven-top that it is. I have considered applying through the appointments board for a lecturing job in Madrid, which is apparently possible. A scheme that calls itself the Mango, and which is fairly well paid. Meanwhile I heard the other day that Jo Lyde has been offered a lectureship – in English Literature – at Toulaine Univ., in New Orleans. What is life like in Hungary? Not so many tourists as Italy etc I imagine.
 

            I live on at this, but not with much zest. We are still trying to finish our comedy script, which is really beginning to look quite promising. I get no time for writing.
 

            They are running a season of Japanese films at the Everyman Hampstead. I saw 7 Samurai the other night. Very impressive. Extraordinarily sentimental in a way that isn’t at all offensive. The only passion possible on the English screen at present is anger, or indignation. Nothing like Kikuchiyo’s – the clown – when he held the little baby outside the burning mill.

            
 

            As for the Attila translations I thought that was fixed. I’m waiting for literal translations in three versions. Even a selection of thirty would be enough. There would be no hope of earning money by it, of course, but it would be worth doing.
 

            I reviewed a novel the other day written by the ex-Cambridge youth who lives in one of the cottages down in the bottom of Hardcastles. It was exceptionally dull. […] The best thing I have read for a while is “I am 15 and I do not want to die” which you will have heard of.
 

            This is two days later. I had a letter from Gerald and Joan. When I arranged to emigrate on the previous occasion – in 1954 – I asked the Auss. to defer my passage for a year. That was up last summer. Now they are enquiring from Gerald whether I want to take it up now, and if I do not then I have had a cheap passage for good because they don’t like being monkeyed about when so many people are dying to be there on the next boat. I feel this is forcing my hand rather, but as I do intend to go within the year – after a stay abroad as I’ve mentionned up above – I suppose I should not lose the chance of a cheap passage just for the sake of 5 or 6 months in Europe this side of my 27th year. In fact, out of that very confused last paragraph you may pick my intention – which is to go to Australia just as soon as the Auss. enquire at this end whether I still want to go. I shall stay two years at least then go through America. This does not mean that I shall not have free months this summer to come to Europe.

            
 

            I have discovered my secret. I only write poems when I am busy writing prose at the same time, and also when I am taking regular exercise. I published one or two poems in a magazine which were not very satisfactory, but they drew some very gratifying criticisms from the right kind of people. If I could write whole poems as good as odd little bits I’m sure I really would have something, and something quite different from the meanness and deadness of almost all modern English verse – with which I feel not the slightest affinity. And writing these poems is only a case of giving myself the leasure and the stimulation. I am as interested in the Attila enterprise as you are.

            


         
 

         

         
 

         

            TH’s interest in Hungary – thinking of moving there; enquiring about the poems of the Hungarian Attila József (1905–37) (whom he habitually refers to as ‘Attila’); giving praise to the newly published I Am Fifteen – and I Don’t Want to Die, by Christine Arnothy, Hungarian-born French author, whose first-person narrative is set in war-torn Budapest – closely predates the country’s disastrous confrontation with the USSR. Olwyn Hughes, living and working in Paris, had made friends there with a circle of Hungarian émigrés that included the poet János Csokits (b.1928), who was later to become a friend and collaborator of TH’s, and the violinist Ágnes Vadas, who married Lucas Myers. This group had passed on their passion for József’s poetry to Olwyn.

            
 

            ‘Toulaine’ should be ‘Tulane’.
 

            ‘7 Samurai’: Akira Kurosawa’s 1954 film, in which Toshiro Mifune played Kikuchiyo.


         
 

         To Terence McCaughey
 

         

            [Early 1956]
 

            Ts  British Library   
 

            

                


            
 

            Dear Terence,
 

            You’re a creepget, without qualifications, keeping so quiet for so long, hiding your address.
 

            I suppose Mac has told you most things. I have occasionally met him in London, where we come together like two drowners in mid-Atlantic, – Homer’s metaphor. I have occasionally interrupted his duties in Cambridge where, each Saturday, he supervises the erks that Hodgart can no longer bear to look at. They are an unrelievedly dull pack. Hodgart speaks nostalgically of the English Faculty as it was three years ago, and he might well. We slumped, and draped, and exhaled crass vapours when it came to supervision, but these – they have invented a new thing, a posture from beyond the black bog. Nevertheless, I have not failed to find Mac issueing poop at every orifice, and very glad to be doing it.
 

            Do you know that I work with J. Arthur Rank? I am a shit-shoveller. Literally. I read everything that is written, and that an author’s vanity can think will make a film. I make a synopsis of each piece, and say how suitable for a film I think it is. I intend to do it for another fortnight, and then I shall leave. Everybody there is – in Bradley’s phrase – as far up everybody else’s arse as they can get.
 

            I’m not very well equipped really to live outside a college, that’s the truth, however badly equipped I am to live inside.
 

            Danny Huws and Luke Myers and I produced a magazine. We called it St Botolph’s Review – not a very good choice of title, everyone took it for a Parish magazine. Except for the few that bought it. They complained that it was obscene. The best thing about it was the party we had on the night of its first day out. We held it in a large fine room which belongs to the Women’s Union – a room with large stained glass churchish windows. Mac played, all drank, more women than men, we left the place smashed, windows out, polished floor like a dirt-track. The bill will come one day. Pity you were not there.

            
 

            […]
 

            This is not a very graceful letter, Terence, but correct its faults with an answer. Tell me how cheaply one can live in Dublin. I wish to write and publish a certain thing but I get no leasure in London. My life in London in fact is no life. Automatism in a stunned half-wake. I had the honour of considering just how suitable for a film Ulysses would be. I spoke my mind. But the Americans are going to film it? How? Some of the scenes, lots of the dialogue. But. I read a biography of Joyce – the one with surrealistic representations – jigsawed photographs – of certain periods of his life. I never read a more stupid book. “He returned to Dublin the following year and found it unchanged (it could hardly have changed in a year) …” and that sort of thing. Write. This is the first letter I have written for a month.
 

                                                            Ted


         
 

         

            Written from 18 Rugby Street, a house in a run-down Bloomsbury terrace, where TH lodged when needing to stay in London. It was owned by the father of Daniel Huws, fellow-contributor to Saint Botolph’s Review.

            
 

            MacDonald (‘Mac’) Emslie, a Pembroke graduate writing a thesis on words and music in the seventeenth century, played piano at the Saint Botolph’s party.

            
 

            Matthew Hodgart had been TH’s and McCaughey’s director of studies at Pembroke in their first year.


         
 

         To Edith and William Hughes
 

         

            [March 1956]
 

            Ms  Emory   
 

            

                


            
 

            It’s beautiful Spring down here around Pinewood, but in London it’s not nearly so noticeable. My eyes have been aching a bit lately and going wonky for spells, but it’s only reading all this stuff – I shall do this job for about another month, not longer, then do as I told you.
 

            I went to a Party in Cambridge the other weekend, which was very bright, and everything got smashed up. This weekend Luke was staying in London with me – but nothing really happens – all the life here is outside you – there’s never time for anything else. In fact, it’s a complete waste of time, its earning a little money, but losing absolutely everything else. And I should be sorry to think that the people at Pinewood were to be my company. I’ve discovered one thing – and that is that the only sort of life I can lead is to do exactly what I want, which means to write. This job makes me feel guilty. I shall have about 160 or 70 pounds when I leave. Forty of this I shall take with me to Italy – live there till I’m spent up or fed up – writing, then come back and go to Australia for two years.

            


         
 

         To Lucas Myers
 

         

            18 March 1956
 

            Ts  Emory  
 

            

                


            
 

            Dear Luke,
 

            I shall expect you any day.
 

            If you have time, drop me a note and tell me when you are coming. If you see Sylvia Plath, ask her if she’s coming up to London, give her my address. Get her somehow, free lodgings for her as for you.
 

            I have been given an ultimatum by the Australian immigration authorities. Two years ago I deferred my application for a free passage, and my time is now up. If I do not take it now, I cannot have another chance, and whenever I go will have to pay full fare. As I intend to go within a year anyway, I think I shall agree to go as soon as possible. My sentences aren’t making sense are they. Anyway, it means that I shall definitely be going within nine months, but as their are long waiting lists for passages, it may well be the full nine months before my turn comes.
 

            See you this week sometime.
 

            Don’t forget Sylvia, and discretion.
 

                                                            Ted


         
 

         To Sylvia Plath
 

         

            [March 1956]
 

            Ms  Lilly Library   
 

            

                


            
 

            Sylvia,
 

            That night was nothing but getting to know how smooth your body is. The memory of it goes through me like brandy. 

            
 

            If you do not come to London to me, I shall come to Cambridge to you. I shall be in London, here, until the 14th.

            
 

                                                          Enjoy Paris
 

                                                                Ted.
 

            

                


            
 

            And bring back Brandy. Two bottles – broach one to please the customs.

            


         
 

         

            Sylvia Plath visited TH at 18 Rugby Street on 23 March, the evening before her departure for Paris and a tour of Europe. In the poem ‘18 Rugby Street’, in Birthday Letters, TH remembers the date as ‘April 13th, your father’s birthday’, but he seems to be muddling two separate visits: the first on the eve of Plath’s journey out, the second following her early return. The note above must have been written after the first.

            


         
 

         To Sylvia Plath
 

         

            9 April 1956
 

            Ts and ms  Lilly Library   
 

            

                


            
 

            Sylvia,
 

            On Friday I shall be home about 8 – expect you then.
 

            On the principle that to every sentence of prose there should be six of verse–
 

            

               Ridiculous to call it love.
 

               Even so, fearfully I did sound
 

               Your absence, as one shot down feels to the wound,
 

               Knowing himself alive


            
 

            

               Only by what most frightens, the suddenly
 

               Anxious and kneeling sky, clouds, trees,
 

               The headlong instant that halts, stares, comes close
 

               With an incredulous ghastly eye.


            
 

            

               That man struck looks up:
 

               A bird, gathering the world in its throat – one note
 

               About to be heard –, stands, beak agape:
 

               What ghostly hands his hearing strains to it!


            
 

            

               One cry – then death, all into darkness.
 

               Hands here were as inadequate, –
 

               Wherever you haunt earth, you are shaped and bright
 

               As the true ghost of my loss.


            
 

             

            Boddy was my guest here until the other day – finally pawned his taperecorder to me – for ten pounds – and left. Can you smuggle brandy?
 

                                                          Ted


         
 

         

            Sent to Plath in Paris.


         
 

         To Olwyn Hughes
 

         

            22 May 1956
 

            Ts and ms  Emory  
 

            

                


            
 

            Cher Olwyn,
 

            On the 22nd of June I shall come to Paris. The present date is 22nd of May. Between those two dates sits one fat month. Now.

            
 

            I have airily irresponsibly vacillatingly conceded to my affections and decided that I shall spend the next year teaching English in Madrid. Or at least, at first teaching English, later perhaps whatever else is most convenient and possible for one who intends to use all his spare time on himself.
 

            […]
 

            I have met a first-rate American poetess. She really is good. Certainly one of the best female poets I ever read, and a damned sight better than the run of good male. Her main enthusiasm at present is me, and she thinks my verses are as good as I think they are and has accordingly and efficiently dispatched about twenty five to various immensely paying American Mags. So. She has published stories and poems in some of the top American journals. If you’re in Paris on the 22nd I’ll introduce you. She is Scorpio Oct 27th, moon in Libra, last degrees of Aries rising and has her Mars smack on my sun, which is all very appropriate.

            
 

            I hope for no good of this letter because today the sun opposes a conjunction of Saturn and the moon, and Mars opposes Jupiter which is back on my sun. Defy these stars.
 

            My life is peaking, and my writing at last going with me method. I shall write to you more fully later tonight. I have decided that correspondence with certain people is a necessity.
 

            I shall send you what poems I write from now, because now I’m writing steadily well – and not well in a fashionable or trite way either.
 

                                                            Love,
 

                                                                  Ted.
 

                                     Enjoy Cannes.
 

            

                


            
 

             

            Later tonight. For the last month I’ve lived about the strangest life I ever did live. The main thing about it – and the thing that has saved it from being just absurd – is that I’ve written quite a bit. As I’m miserable and fit for nothing if I don’t write continuously, I shall from now on shape my life round writing instead of squeezing writing into my life where I can.


         
 

         

            Written from 12 Tenison Avenue, Cambridge, where Lucas Myers was living. Between this letter and the next, on 16 June 1956, TH and Sylvia Plath were married at the church of St George the Martyr in Bloomsbury. The only relative in attendance was Plath’s mother, Aurelia. TH did not admit the marriage to his own family until he and Plath had returned from their Spanish honeymoon, although he declares that he will marry her in the next letter, to his parents, from Spain, where she is plainly with him, and in the one after, to his sister.

            


         
 

         To Edith and William Hughes
 

         

            [Summer 1956]
 

            Ts  Emory   
 

            

                


            
 

            Dear Mom and Dad,
 

            After all our comings and goings we have arrived here where we shall stay until September. We have been here three days, and I have already written eight or nine animal fables which I am going to bring out as a childrens book for grownups also. I shall make a few drawings too. They are far more what I wanted them to be than I ever thought I could make them. With luck, I may make some money on them. I have about five other projects, too. One of them is to finish my long fairy story, which went very staggeringly in England. But I am sure there is nothing quite like these fables. Also the other day I heard that I had sold another poem in America. This time to the Nation, which is an international monthly full of articles by all kinds of bright people, and usually with about five poems. No, a weekly I think. It publishes the best American poets, and will be very good for my reputation and succeeding sales. As it is only a short poem, and as I’m not known, I shall only get about $12 for it.
 

            We stayed in Paris about a fortnight, but had to book our train to Madrid as France was getting too expensive. So I just missed seeing Olwyn when she suddenly said she was coming back to Paris earlier than she had intended. We stayed in Madrid about five days – again it was expensive. Luckily Sylvia has about 270 dollars which she earned on stories. My last 50 pounds is with Olwyn. We saw a bullfight. We had a fine ringside seat, just above the place where all the back-ring buisiness went on, and the place too where most of the fighting took place.

            
 

            It was very disappointing. The bull isn’t a savage raging murderous thing at all. It’s angry, naturally, and towards the end very angry, but throughout it only chases the cloaks, never the men. The moment a man stops waving his cloak, even if he is only two or three paces away, the bull stops. Most of the time it just stands, looking bewildered, while the men with cloaks try to get it to charge. At first there are several men with cloaks – muletas they are called – and these take it in turn to put the bull through its paces, so far as they can and dare. The good ones have it charging through the cloak under their held out arm, the bad ones go headlong for the safe slits in the fence of the ring with the bull goring at their trailing cloak. Even the good ones are running headlong after standing and dodging two or three charges. The bull at this point is very lively. Not quite fierce yet, but quick to join the game. This goes on for about ten minutes, and the bull begins to pant.
 

            Then in comes a man on the horse. Two men on horses actually but one is a standbye. The horse is blindfolded, and padded on the right side with a mattress thing that hangs down to its ankles, so that it can do no more than creep. The man is in armour up to the waist, and carries a long spear. There is a washer about four inches from the point to prevent it going too far in. He parks himself on the edge of the ring, with the padded side of the horse – which is his spear side – facing outwards and towards the bull. Meanwhile the muletas are trying to lure the bull in short rushes, up close under the horse. The horseman levels his spear. The idea is to bring the bull so near the horse, that it charges that, and the horseman meets it in the shoulders with his spear. This happens inevitably. The muletas bring the bull, tossing and snorting, within about ten paces of the horse, then they all fold up their cloaks and efface themselves. The bull looks round, sees no cloaks, so charges the biggest thing in sight, which is the horse. The horseman receives the bull’s shoulders – the very top of its neck – on the end of his spear. This doesn’t stop the bull, not anything near it. The bull now begins to lift the horse about like a doll. The mattress pads the horse, otherwise it would be dead in seconds. The bull’s horns are about 18 inches long, and the bull is furious with the pain in its shoulders, where the spearman is working and twisting his spear. The idea of wounding the bull here, is to weaken the tossing muscles, and start the blood flowing to weaken the whole bull.
 

            The bull works on the horse for two or three minutes, often lifting it – horseman and all – clear of the ground, and all the time little boys are beating the blindfold horse from the other side, to keep it up against the bull where the spear can work, and to keep it square to the bull. Once a bull catches a horse end on, horse and man are done for. That actually happened in one, as I shall tell you.

            
 

            The horses are pathetic. They behave throughout like ninth hand furniture in an old attic.
 

            In the end the muletas decide the bull has had enough, whip out their cloaks wide under its nose, and draw it away to the middle of the ring. One of these muletas is the matador – the man who eventually is to kill the bull – but at present he is playing with the rest, using an ordinary orange cloak.
 

            By now there are great waves of blood welling out of the hole in the top of the bull’s shoulders, pouring down its sides, running down its forelegs. It is panting more desperately and hanging its head much lower than when it first came jaunting into the ring.
 

            Now the horseman moves to another part of the ring, to give another part of the crowd their moneysworth. The buisiness with the spear comes again. This is the most exciting and disgusting part. To see a bull heaving a horse and rider into the air, the man only keeping astride by leaning on the spear he has in the bull, is unusual enough. And all this about ten paces from you.
 

            After this second time, the horsemen are over. They leave the ring, and leave the bull to the muletas. The bull is now a very changed animal. With two great holes in the top of its shoulders, it looks to have a kind of cape of blood. The muletas are keeping it going, not letting it rest.
 

            Then one of them runs out with two arrow things – bound with ribbon and tipped with barbed points, – called bandilleros. He stands in the middle of the ring, very pretty in his colours, high on tiptoe, holding the arrows above his head, their points downward and together, one in each hand. He dances up and down to attract the bull. At last it charges him, and he runs towards it. As they meet, he drives the two arrows down into the top of the bulls neck, where the two holes are already, and as the bull tosses its head upwards and backwards at the pain, he slips past on one side. This looks very dangerous. They do this twice too. So the bull is now standing in the middle of the ring, panting like a little mouse, still losing blood at about a pint a minute, a sag in its back and its head hanging, and the four arrows standing up foolishly on its shoulders. These arrows sway and tear in the neck muscles during what follows. 

            
 

            Now the matador proper comes out. He has a crimson cloak and a dummy sword. He begins to draw the bull backward and forward in short charges under his cloak. This is where all the famous skillfull bullfighting comes in. He stands, within two paces of the bull, holding the cloak out to one side as you know, and giving it provocative little trembles. At last the bull charges – at the cloak. The near horn shaves him, sometimes takes the lace off his tights, but he never moves. Or shouldn’t. The bull comes out under the cloak, turns, baffled, and charges again. The matador too has turned and receives the bull as before. He tries to get a close series of turns like this non stop. Then he folds the cloak, turns his back on the bull, and walks toward the crowd holding up a hand for applause. If he is a good dramatist, he often has the crowd wild by this moment, and the effect is striking.
 

            Sometimes, if the bull is reluctant to charge, he will kneel to receive it, so that the near horn shaves his chest, and his chin is bloodied by the bull’s side. It’s lucky they don’t get their eyes poked out by the waving arrows.
 

            After enough theatre, the matador changes his dummy sword for a real one. They were sharpening it just down in front of us. Now after a few more turns, the matador chooses the right moment and drops his cloak down in a fold, in front of him. The bull, looking at the cloak, is looking at him. If it charges the cloak, the matador goes up in the air or stays on the horns. But the matador keeps the bull still, by being still, by some sort of suggestion conveyed to the bull somehow that it must not move. And he sights along his sword, holding the handle at his chin. Then he dashes forward, very quick, and runs past the bull on its right side, leaving the handle of the sword showing between the bull’s shoulders among the arrows, with its point presumably in the bull’s heart. The bull tosses its head and begins to move around very uncomfortably, shaking itself and sometimes bellowing. All the muletas dash in and begin to work the bull with their cloaks, surrounding it closely and making it swing this way and that. Usually the sword misses the heart, and the bull is up and about for long enough. But after the muletas have worked it for a while, it begins to stagger, the long sword is still straight through it. The matador stands by, watching. The bull backs to the fence. I saw six bulls killed and only one was killed by the first sword. Usually a little man nips in with a dagger, and gives it two or three quick jabs behind the ear, or else the matador does it with a special sword. Then it lies down like an ordinary bull in a field. One or two more little stabs, and it is dead. The crowd cheers or boos, accordingly as the matador has performed. If he has performed very well, he is given the bull’s ears, and runs round the ring, holding them up to show the crowd, while the women throw handbags at him and the men throw wine-bottles.

            
 

            One of the bulls was more intelligent than the others. It didn’t just charge blindly at the cloak, and then stare round astonished when it came out on the other side. It ran in on its toes, shaking its horns from side to side. It was also twice as fierce and quick as any of the other bulls. Nobody dared go near it. The muletas waved their cloaks once and then ran. Finally they got it under the horse, and it was speared once. That was enough. They couldn’t get it near the horse again. Whenever it saw the horse ahead, it shied off and chased after a man. So the horseman tried to manoevre his horse to get near the bull, as the horse wouldn’t come near him. He was just turning his creeping horse, when the bull spotted his chance from the other side of the ring. He came across like a shot, and met the horse head on. The horse folded on the bull’s horns, and the spearman, who had been at the wrong angle to bring his spear to meet the charge, came over the top. As the horse toppled off sideways, the spearman came square onto the horns, face down. The bull went on heaving, thinking it was still tossing the horse. The muletas dashed in, and tried to draw the bull away from the horse, while others tried to lift the man off the horns. He was finally flung off, and staggered to the edge of the ring, where he fell. When they picked him up you could see the great holes in him. Whether he died later or not I don’t know.
 

            The matador had a hard time with that bull. There was no fancy bullfighting with it. At one time it chased him flat out, and tore the seat of his tights with one horn. But at last it was killed, and the crowd booed as its body was dragged out.
 

            Its surprising how much a bull learns during a fight, but by the time it’s learned it, it’s too late. It is full of holes and has no blood left.
 

            After Madrid we came to Alicante, which is a kind of seaside resort with a long beach. From there we came up the coast and are now renting a little flat in a fishing village, where we spend all our time writing and swimming in the sea. It is very pleasant. We buy a pound of fresh sardines for 4d.
 

            I am certainly going to marry Sylvia. By the time I come home in the end of September I shall be married. I’ll bring her home for a week before her term starts. Don’t tell anyone because it mustn’t get back to Cambridge. Married women aren’t allowed at Newnham and she is on a grant there for another year which is worth several hundred pounds.

            
 

            When I come home, I shall stay for a couple of weeks, then come back here with Walt if he is still keen to come. There is marvellous leasurely lying in the sun. Wine and brandy are still cheap. I shall teach here. My Spanish is coming on steadily. Next summer I shall go to America and lecture for a year in some American college. Then come back, and probably teach for a year in Italy.
 

            Don’t be frightened of Sylvia being a drag. It’s obvious from what’s happened since I met her that she is anything but. She is a very fine cook, and a much more certain money-earner than myself. Her parents were German. She has no father, and her mother is very nice, extremely kind etc. I met her for a few days in Paris. German Americans that is. She is very very bright, and has an offer to lecture at Smith College next year, which is the top American woman’s college, and in which she was aforetime the top star, mentally. That job alone should be over two thousand a year. Her American academic qualifications are all the very top [page torn at this point, with only a few words from remaining sentences legible]

            


         
 

         

            TH and Plath reached Spain in July, having passed through Paris on the way, but, unluckily, just when Olwyn Hughes was attending a conference in the south of France. After Madrid – where it was ‘vilely hot’, as TH tells Olwyn in a letter of 20 July, and where he and Plath saw the disillusioning bullfight – they found their way to Benidorm, not then a town crowded with holiday-makers. They established their lodgings at 59 Tomas Ortunio, from where this letter was sent.


         
 

         To Olwyn Hughes
 

         

            [August 1956]
 

            Ts  Emory  
 

            

                


            
 

            Since I came here I’ve written nine animal fables. They are original and I think they are very good. I have written them absolutely simply. I shall do a few drawings to each, and publish them as a book this next winter. I’ll show them to you when I come to Paris. Also I wrote one or two poems. Which you could trade to that Botteghe man if you still know him. I have another project which I may be able to write up as a long short story – again in a kind of fable style. It’s about a man who captures an angel, and begins to show it in a cage, for a fee. And the consequences. It’s a full scale subject, but I shall do it through his eyes, and so not get tangled in theology or anything. 

            
 

            […]
 

            My fables are really very good. It’s true that I am incapable of writing a story in ordinary familiar prose style. I think the reason is that I look at things in a completely moralising and stylised way. You’ll see what I mean when you read my fables. It’s nearest model is Swift, I’m sure. But much simpler. Sylvia is as fine a literary critic as I have met, and she thinks about my ordinary prose narrative style just as you do. But my fables she cries over and laughs all together and they are obviously very successfull with her. Now if these would sell.


         
 

         

            The animal fables on which TH was working in Spain were eventually published as How the Whale Became (1963). The ‘Botteghe man’ may be Eugene Walter (1921–98), who was for many years assistant to Marguerite Caetani (1880–1963), editor of the literary magazine Botteghe Oscure. ‘O’Kelly’s Angel’, which fits the description TH gives here, being about a man who cages an angel, was eventually published in the story collection Difficulties of a Bridegroom (1995), where TH says he wrote it in 1954.

            


         
 

         To Gerald and Joan Hughes
 

         

            7 September 1956
 

            Ms  Emory  
 

            

                


            
 

            Dear Gerald & Joan,
 

            Many happy returns. And these are the most precise greetings that you will receive. Reason: it is 5 past nine by the Hebden Bridge clocks. 36 years exactly since you were born. Did you know that they thought you were born dead? And you were dead, too, till Ma said, ‘Slap him, he’ll wake up,” and so they did and you did. A sobering thought for a drunken birthday. You notice that I am making no excuses for my having not written. Alas, what a life I lead. But suddenly it – my life – has grown the most promising prize-winning ears, (you are to imagine that it – my life – is a rabbit.)
 

            I was all set to come to Australia, and very pleased at the thought of meeting you. But I was melancholy at the thought of spending important growing up years in Australia, which, so far as writing goes, is a dead letter. However I had nothing better to do. I very much wanted to come fishing & shooting with you, but I didn’t want to write in Australia. I didn’t want to write in England either, which is still quite a bit worse than I ever said it was. So I went to Spain with an American poetess. As a result of her influence I have written continually and every day better since I met her. She is a very fine critic of my work, and abuses just those parts of it that I daren’t confess to myself are unworthy. I have sold two poems to two leading American Magazines with very interested letters from the editors. And I have written a book of childrens & grown-ups animal fables which surprised even me. I am writing other things, and for the first time am satisfied with my progress. After she’s finished this next year in Cambridge I shall go to America with her, marry her, and stay there a year teaching. Then return to Italy, then Germany, then Russia, a year in each, learning the languages and teaching English. This will go on. At present, this is a hypothetical plan for the next years. If I grow wealthy, as is possible, this will be changed. My plan is to earn enough money to buy you a dairy farm in perhaps Wales. Would you take it? This winter a Bill comes through Parliament which will permit the taking of bets in premises not used exclusively for that. In other words Pa can be a bookie, and he is quite decided. He is already a bookie in a small way – which is dangerous – and yet he makes enough to pay all the rates and to pay for their holidays. So with his, and with mine, which, I hope, will soon be prodigious, there will be every possibility of launching some venture such as a dairy farm. Once you had a dairy farm you could fly to and fro at your pleasure. Between Australia and England. And most of all, your children will grow up on a farm, without which kind of childhood a person is not worth anything. However, if you swear, angrily and righteously, that you will never betray your beloved overseer so far as to neglect him for the sake of a lot of cows, you may well argue me into thinking of something else. With two Leos you will have to look out. Your new one is certain to be pretty artistic. It will be very moody, over impressionable, over-excitable, over-voluble, all good vices out of which, if you will feed it young enough with enough weird, terrifying, strange, bizarre experiences, may well make it smarter than the normal cut of Australian. If you don’t tell them three stories a day, the most fantastic you can invent, you are helping to fill up the world’s dullness with two more sleeping heads. Love to all

            
 

                                                          Ted.


         
 

         

            ‘I shall … marry her’: TH and Plath had planned a second wedding ceremony, a fully public celebration, to take place in the USA when they moved there in 1957, so what TH tells his brother is not strictly untrue. But he has still not revealed his marital status.


         
 
 

         To Donald Carne-Ross
 

         

            15 September 1956
 

            Ts  BBC  
 

            

                


            
 

            Dear Mr. Carne-Ross:
 

            I heard from Mr. Peter Redgrove that you showed some interest in a tape recording of a part of Gawain and the Green Knight that I made at his place. If you are still interested in taking fuller recording of this, and perhaps making a program of it, I shall be glad to do the reading.

            
 

            I intend to come to London sometime during the week beginning the 24th of September. If you could write and let me know when it would be convenient for you to make a recording I could easily make my visit then.

            
 

            Shall I work it up into a program? It would be a series of programs actually: an initial program giving the very little bit that is known about Gawain—history, origins, authorship, etcetera—followed by a brief outline of the first part, followed by a reading of the first part. Then three more programs giving outlines and readings of the other three parts. In reading time, each part takes about thirty minutes—the third perhaps a little more.
 

            Thanking you for your time and consideration, and hoping to hear from you soon, I am
 

                                                          Yours sincerely,
 

                                                                 Ted Hughes


         
 

         

            Donald Carne-Ross, a producer in the Talks Department at the British Broadcasting Corporation, was influential as a spotter and employer of poetic talent. The poet Peter Redgrove (1932–2003) had been a near contemporary of TH’s at Cambridge, where he edited the magazine Delta.

            
 

            The neat layout, style of paragraphing (not followed above) and spelling of ‘program’ all suggest that this letter, written from the Yorkshire home of TH’s parents, was typed by Sylvia Plath. Dashes in the original are formed by three hyphens that join words and leave no gap – a style that TH would adopt, when typing, after his move to the USA.


         
 

         To Donald Carne-Ross
 

         

            21 September 1956
 

            Ts  BBC  
 

            

                


            
 

            Dear Mr. Carne-Ross,
 

            Thank you for your letter. I should certainly like to record some modern verse, in lieu of Gawain. 

            
 

            I suggest the “Wreck of the Deutschland”, “Tom’s Garland’, several sonnets, by Hopkins. Also one or two late Yeats – “The Second Coming”, “Phantoms of Hatred”. A very fine thing is “The Tunning of Elinour Rumming” by John Skelton, also “Speke Parrot”, but these are rather long.

            
 

            I shall come to the B.B.C. by 10.30 on Thursday. Looking forward to meeting you then, I am
 

                                                          Yours sincerely,
 

                                                          Ted Hughes


         
 

         To Sylvia Plath
 

         

            [1 (and 2) October 1956]
 

            Ts  Lilly Library  
 

            

                


            
 

            Darling Sylvia Puss-Kish Ponky,
 

            it is ten oclock at night and after writing this I shall go to bed which is still just as we left it this morning in our hurry. How were the porters? And when you got back to Whitstead was it piles of mail at the door or just Janine. I had to stay at Leeds for an hour, so I bought a glass of milk and a HOROSCOPE and read our indifferent fortunes for the month – all very non-committal and unconvincing as usual. Sums of money, heavy expenditure, outbursts of passion all likely it says as always. I shall buy no more but go now on my own predictions. One excellent thing I predict about you is that you will be famous and another is that you come into vast fortunes and happiness by marriage to an amazing strange provider of these. You will see all this for yourself when you learn to prognostic. I came back to Hebden Bridge sitting opposit to a woman who had the first finger missing off her right hand, and whose horrible daughter carried a woven carrier like ours that dripped and trickled from under a load of celery. What it dripped and trickled I don’t know – the situation never developed. When I arrived home I felt unsettled – I couldn’t read I couldn’t write, I couldn’t eat, and least of all could I sit in this place, so I went a walk. I intended to go just a little way down Hardcastle wood and there sit and watch until I felt like reading. I was so unsettled, though, that I finished up at the far end of the valley in about twenty minutes, wet through with sweat and gasping. I eventually went up into that little side valley where the rhodedendron thickets are and there I sat. I began to read and I read about an hour. Twice rabbits came to within ten feet of me – quivering with nerves – almost ready to drop in nerveous breakdown they look when they know something’s wrong but not what. I read on 100 pages then was interrupted by a cat. A black and white cat. It sat within fifteen feet of me, on a rock, and began to stare me out – very offensive. When I threw a sod at it, it just flattened and went on staring. I couldn’t go on reading – the cat completely disturbing the landscape. It wasn’t an interesting wildcat, and while it was there no interesting wild thing would come near, so I moved off and came home, ousted by a cat. I have read most of Count Bel, today – I have been able to do nothing else. It’s a fantastic account of futile wars fought not between two armies but regiments forced into service, picked from the mass of Goths, Bulgars, Huns, Franks, Persians etc at odd battles, against the rest that hadn’t been picked. A conquered army was immediately enlisted as a new division of the conqueror’s army. Under the slightest adversity the whole lot either deserted to the enemy or dispersed at night. It would make wearisome reading except for all the titbits of intriguing detail that Graves puts in. That among the Goths and Huns – the larger part of the world’s population at that time – homos were castrated. And such like.

            
 

            Nothing else at all. Tonight I read Yeats for about an hour, and I shall do this. An hour in the morning and again at night. Up to the inventing of Caxton’s press, and for most people long after all reading was done aloud. Most people were incapable of reading silently. And Eliot says that the best thing a poet can do is read aloud poetry as much as he can. This should be sound. Silent reading only employs the parts of the brain that are used in vision. Not all the brain. This means that a silent readers literary sense becomes detatched from the motor parts and the audio parts of the brain which are used in reading aloud – tongue and ear. This means that only one third of the mental components are present in their writing or in their understanding of reading – one third emotional charge. This explains Amis and Wain and the rest, –. Painting is successful within its limits using only this part of the brain because it uses exclusively visual symbols. But only a fraction of a verbal idea is visual. And these people, besides naturally lacking the other essential components of ear touch muscle etc are frightened of a visual effect for theoretical reasons. The only thing they can do then, is to cultivate arch attitudes, or a hocus of mathematical dexterity, which deceive only their own inferior breed which in an age of silent cram-readers are crowded over every page they care to write. The wind will get rid of those people, and there’s no need to argue them away. This is quite true though – Beethoven composed singing and roaring and walking very fast and so did Dostoevsky – not singing but vociferating. So read aloud a lot, and read aloud poetry as you walk to and fro in your room timing the metre to your steps. This would be ideal, but you’ll think it too ridiculous.

            
 

            […] I am now going to make a cup of Chocolate a la Tomas Ortunio and retire. Lonely bed. The way I miss you is stupid. I have wandered about today like somebody with a half-completed brain-operation. But the life we have decided is the best. I must go to Spain. Then we shall have all our lives. You keep watch on our marriage Sylvia as well as I shall and there is no reason we shouldn’t be as happy as we have said we shall be. Don’t let any stupid thing interfere. Goodnight darling darling darling darling


         
 

         

            This is from the first of a series of letters written after Plath had returned to Cambridge, to re-enter student life as a (still secretly) married woman, while TH remained with his parents in Yorkshire. An appendix in the form of an essay on Cambridge eccentrics, written to help Plath with a novel she was planning – presumably the never-completed Falcon Yard – has been omitted. Whitstead was Plath’s hall of residence at Newnham College, and Janine, possibly, her close American friend there, Jane Baltzell.

            
 

            TH was a proficient reader of horoscopes and was later, briefly, to think of earning his living by that means (see the early-1957 letter to Olwyn Hughes).
 

            Robert Graves (1895–1985), on whose novel Count Belisarius (1938) TH reports, was already revered by him as the author of the anthropological treatise The White Goddess (1948) – less so as poet or novelist.

            
 

            By ‘Amis and Wain and the rest’, TH means the group of poets ranked under the banner of ‘The Movement’, including Kingsley Amis (1922–95) and John Wain (1925–94).


         
 

         To Sylvia Plath
 

         

            [3 October 1956]
 

            Ts  Lilly Library  
 

            

                


            
 

            Dearest darling Sylvia,
 

            What have I done today? A mouse could not find it if a second of honest labour were a pound of toasted cheese. The impression is that I have come down an everest of indolence on my yes my bum. I was roused by the nearest thing to your own ponky warmth, which was the wonderful letter. A relic for our fifteenth child’s fifteenth child. Then I dozed up. dozed downstairs, and as I recollect pieced together a melancholy missive or mooning of verbs. Forgive me that. Then I posted off your parcels and came back to think about my T.V. play. I thought about it for about half an hour, got a clear look at all my characters, and began to write it. I realise that if I had thought about it for much longer, I could not have written it. The plot is ridiculous, I dare not tell you what it is. But I shall write it out, and so might get back the fluency with which I wrote the Hag and Law in the Country of the Cats. The thing to do in thinking about anything is not to try and get a clear mental picture of it, or a distinct mental concept, with all its details there, vivid in your brain, but to try to look at the actual thing happening in front of you. I find a clear distinction between these two types of thinking about a thing. As soon as I begin imagining the thing happening in my world, everything comes right. That’s not quite it. It’s as though in the first way of thinking I thought about the thought, taking the thought and forcing it into shape or realness. In the second way it’s more like the process of memory, I think straight to the thing and am not conscious of any mental intervention. That latter way I’m sure is the best way. Does the same thing happen with you. The second way I get the feel, weight, sound, every nuance of atmosphere about a concrete thing. The first I get a barren feeling abstraction, though the picture may be of a concrete thing. I am trying to get three hours of thinking in a day. Not thinking perhaps, but one hour of remembering, one hour of discovering plots and themes, and one hour of definite and applied consideration of something that interests, some part of a theme. This is apart from any thinking or imagining that goes on ordinarily. If I can keep this up I’m sure I can change myself, and I wish I could make you do it.

            
 

            Last night I began to read Wallace Stevens aloud, starting from the back because I’ve recently read all the poems in the beginning. I like Stevens continually, but every poem lets you down. You don’t have a Stevens do you? If you have, sell it. Don’t forget to send me that book with the Dylan Thomas letters in it. I would like to read what else is in it too.
 

            It’s been a miraculous day. I suppose English People talk about the weather because it really is a spectacle. Its been raining and blowing and sunning all at once, all day, with the most incredible huge crowded brilliant skies. As I sat at my window, about two, I was looking at a little dark mark in the grass about three fields away, when suddenly it began to move. It ran up and ran down then ran into the wall. One dark mark among millions of others, I think it was a weasel or a stoat. But that’s not the curious thing. As I was staring, waiting for it to run out again and show its credentials a little more clearly, I saw a big red thing running down the middle of the field just above it. A flock of geese in the middle of the field separated and stood politely to let the red thing pass which was no other than Jack fox his merry self, in no great hurry, going down towards the wood.

            
 

            Has Janine turned up? When she does, turn her out after five minutes. The gel will want a guide and who better than my ponk. Well my ponk don’t. The book and the letter and the navel, read write reflect. The coy poem about Rose-gardeners of Graves that you read I heard too tonight. There was a programme of his reading about a dozen new poems, that one of them. Very dry. In some article Hodgart said “Miss so and so speaks of Graves as lacking real poetic imagination, and I can see what she means.” Well, so can I. But he’s good I think within very narrow limits, with a very barren bit of ground. One poem was a song called “A beach in Spain” and was about young married couples, honeymooning in Spain, flirting with the wrong ones, and had a little refrain ‘Oh how can you regain / Love lost on honeymoon / In Sunny Spain.’ Maybe youve come across it in your New Yorker safari. None of them impressed me, but Graves has a kind of disinfected enunciation, a crumb accent no less, states everything so far under that nothing at all is heard. There was one interesting one called “Gratitude for a Nightmare”. The nightmare of course means the presence of unresolved highly charged states of mind, and the presence of the demon, the poem dictator. In other words peaceful sleeps go with minds shut to the visitation. Graves apparently, for a long time, went unvisited by nightmare, and began to fear, says his poem, that playing the celebrity in Majorca and finding life easy, had disqualified him, and scared the demon off. At last, one night, he jerked awake, moaning and trembling and in a sweat, and groaned “All’s well” as he reached for a cigarette with trembling fingers.

            
 

            Here is my second plot by duty. Can you remember the one I gave you over Tomato mess in Tomas Ortunio? If not I’ll write it out. Meanwhile here’s number two. Don’t expect too much, but if I send one every day, by the end of the year we may have plots to last you for a while, five at least good. Here is this. A young newly married couple decide they will live an idyllic life, they will buy a little cottage far in the country, keep goats and a few chickens and live carefree. What attracts them to this is shortage of cash, need for solitude for a period for some reason, general disillusionment with the city – all these are disguises for the real motives, which are – each is jealous of the other, being very possessive of the other, and in their city social life great strain and provocation, each secretly fears, will be put on this passion. So, first, they want to keep each other for themselves alone and away from temptation. Secondly, being newly married they honestly think that each other’s company is all they will ever need. Thirdly, they genuinely like the country. As many reasons as you like. But the only place they can buy, and they get it cheap enough, is a large farmhouse. This is of course even better than a cottage. They live awhile, very happy awhile. They begin to hanker after a little social life. They invite a couple of friends out. The friends are amazed – they are city friends – why don’t the young marrieds, they ask, turn the place into a wonderfull inn. The two think about this. They are bit by bit attracted by the idea. They have no money so there is no chance of their making the change, and so they dare think about it as rapturously as they like. It becomes a thing with them. They invite other friends out to their ‘Inn’ as they already call it, who encourage them in the idea. Suddenly they are left so much money they can make the alterations and do. Success. For a while. They have now brought the city into the country. Their friends are staying with them continually, and, because they are their guests, albeit paying, they are in closer, and more exclusive, and lonelier contact with them than before, more concentrated contact than before – what vile phrases are coming up – anyway the upshot is that the young wife begins to worry about the husband with his old girl-friend or even a new, who visits, and so does he about her and her beaus. Result, they find they have turned their country dream into a vicious city hot-spot or the equivalent as far as they are concerned. They sell the hotel, and buy another cottage, not so far in the country this time. They will now on not entirely ignore the city, and during those last decisive weeks at the inn their marriage was tried hard and proved good. What a rotten plot. Can you pick any sense out of that? I should think you can copy it out in about one third the words.

            
 

            When I have written out what follows I shall go down and fill in one line of the pools for you and one for me. No there isn’t room to copy it out. I’ll wait till the next sheet, and for the time being go down and kick a hole in Littlewoods the size of our fortune. These terrific astral blessings should come to even more than they are doing, according to the book. There, I have pricked you out eight most likely teams. Now I shall turn in. I wonder if you are turned in yet, or are you mooning out over Whitstead lawn and Barton Backs. The poem which I have spent most of the day writing is The Horses of the Sun, or the Mark of a Modern Apollo. Is Thurber clearing the Fable market. I don’t know whether my sense of humour has changed, but those recent fables in N.Y. didn’t strike me as anything like as funny as the old Thurber stories and Fables, or even, for the most part, as funny at all. Do you think? Goodnight puss, goodnight little puss, little soft places little puss, I wish you were still here or rather I wish I was still there I would kiss you slowly from toe up. I neglected you. That’s one of my most tormenting thoughts that I didn’t suck and lick and nibble you all night long and its a thought I shall never let myself in for again once I’ve had chance to mend it. More tomorrow. Kiss you for me, Sylvia, and again and again and fall asleep kissing your arm.

            
 

            It’s true how you feel amputated in some way – like your octopus. Its now like a man who’s just lost a leg or some vital interior organ that I feel – I sit around in a daze of shock, I feel there are some things I can no longer do, or only half do, or do awkwardly and without pleasure – this feeling is vivid & constant. I love you everything and you write terrific letters –
 

                                                          Love love love love
 

                                                                 Ted.


         
 

         

            Wallace Stevens, whose Collected Poems had been published in 1954, had died in 1955. Plath admired his work.

            
 

            ‘A Bouquet from a Fellow Roseman’ must be the first poem by Graves that TH refers to; it and ‘Gratitude for a Nightmare’ were included in his 1958 collection 5 Pens in Hand. TH makes three lines of the two he quotes correctly – bar orthographical differences – from the uncollected ‘Song: A Beach in Spain’.

            
 

            Neither the story plot here, nor any of those offered in subsequent letters to Plath, seems to have been used by her.
 

            Littlewoods, the gambling firm, had set up in business with their ‘football pools’, a system of betting on the results of a certain number of matches.
 

            ‘The Horses of the Sun, or the Mark of a Modern Apollo’ sounds like ‘The Horses’ (The Hawk in the Rain).

            


         
 

         To Sylvia Plath
 

         

            [4 October 1956]
 

            Ts  Lilly Library  
 

            

                


            
 

            Dearest Sylvia kish and puss and ponk,
 

            I was lousing in bed this morning at the one eighth emerged stage, when ma came in with your letter. I wish you had been in bed with me there to open it. Joy, Joy as the hyena cried. Now you are set. I never read six poems of anyone all together in Poetry. It means the wonderful thing. It will spellbind every Editor in America. It will also be a standing bottomless battery to charge what you write from now on, because you are almost certain to sell nearly everything you write now. Besides any other qualities they may have, your poems are eminently saleable. Joy Joy. It must be very near, when Editors will be requesting a poem. Joy Joy. Two a week, from this on, or you’re betraying your luck. And think what poems you have in reserve. I wonder why they didn’t accept The Shrike, which is one of your best I think, but perhaps it is a little ghoulishly melodramatic for them. Still it is a certain good one, and a certain seller. And the Glutton. This is the best thing yet, and according to the planets is exact right, and according to the planets should continue for on over a year with a particularly dense patch over this christmas. So pour them out. Right in Cravenson’s eye, and his keeper, Spender’s.

            
 

            Since you went I have done nothing. Almost nothing. I composed a rather silly plot for a T.V. play, which I shall write out however. Yesterday I read and wandered about. I went down into the wood after dark and sat for a long time. I came back and wasted what was left in trying to write a poem, very bad, in fact, now destroyed. I suppose I shall have to get used to this new condition. I’m relieved to hear about the coat. My providential distrusting self! I had the very vague wonder if it was there, but I have such a clear memory of leaving it at Rugby St. And the Camp-bed. The next step is to sell that camp-bed, which is just a burden, though a brand new one. How to get it up here is the problem, unless when I go to London for the B.B.C. I call for a few hours at Cambridge.

            
 

            I should think, when we have come this far in three months, and with all the best prognostics yet to come into effect, that we should be well away by the time we reach America. You will just about certainly get the Borestone now, this year and next O Joy.
 

            I want to get your books off before twelve, so this note which is coming with them cannot be much longer. Write to Botteghe Oscure. And remember all the day that I love you all the day and every minute inside and outside, and think about you every minute’s end and am very cold at night and sleep badly. Last night I couldn’t get to sleep at all. There has just been a fall of soot down the chymney and now I am sneezing in the smell of it. Keep writing and turn all your lacks to good poems and I’ll try and do the same. It is strange here just now – bright sunlight on all the fields and yet heavy hail hammering the windows. Ma is very pleased at the news but I think a little bit jealous. All my love for you Sylvia

            
 

            This is not my today letter but a note.
 

                                                          [No signature]

            


         
 

         

            On 2 October (see Letters Home), Plath had heard that Poetry (Chicago) had accepted six of her poems. ‘Cravenson’ looks like TH’s contemptuous name for Christopher Levenson (b.1934), poet and editor of the Cambridge magazine Delta, whom Plath had dated the previous year and who had angered F. R. Leavis and his followers when he innocently invited the poet Stephen Spender (1909–95), a hate-figure in the Leavis camp but not in any sense Levenson’s ‘keeper’, to read at Downing College.

            
 

            Plath submitted work for, but never won, a Borestone Mountain Award for Poetry.


         
 

         To Sylvia Plath
 

         

            [5 October 1956]
 

            Ts  Lilly Library  
 

            

                


            
 

            Dear Sylvia
 

            Your letter came alone alas with no Carne-Ross and nothing else but no worse for that. Well, at your end a great deal of preparation most boldly broached. Don’t feel too guilty at speeding through those Chaucer books – there isn’t room for six different books on Chaucer – ergo, all must be the same or at least a variation of at the most two. But note each chapter, have a few sheets of notes from each book, then, even though under torture you could not inform of them anything but arrant lies and nonsense, your conscience will be fortified. By knocking down these Goliaths early, the necessary tomes on every wretched letter-back scribbling rhymer, you will develope a conscience before which every fresh obstacle will surrender. Plough through them and call it penance, or at least so that you can henceforth dogmatise on the inanity of all such and show your scars. Today has been a continuation of yesterday so far as the sky showings are concerned. Prodigal genius. At dusk the sky was pure washed stretched green, still wet and runny, with brilliant illumination on the landscape. Then from the north, covering the whole breadth of the sky, came a lid of black cloud, and under it the land black. It drew slowly over the whole sky. At one stage a great advance of it overhung the green west sky, and hanging from it, black against the green were great trailing swaths of falling rain, like a long black fine mane. Or like many manes hanging down between the side by side pressed bellies of cloud. I never saw anything like it. Earlier, at three in the afternoon, I went a little walk because all I’ve done all day is get up again and walk around. Anyway I’d just got fairly down into the wood when it began to hail. I stood under a leaning tree and watched the hail, for an hour, filling the valley up. Leaves were coming off, the wood was sodden and seeping. Poor creatures to make house in that. Later, tonight at nine, I walked down toward Hebden and was stopped by a Police car. They checked me over as if I were some wild man, and seemed very keen. I kept asking them in a very superior tone whether they were looking for anyone in especial, and they eyed me for a time from behind their torch glares. Then one muttered, for my benefit and obviously very much against the secretive other pseudo-subtly, that “The description is very similar.” I convinced them I was a local peasant, and they drove off. The fact is, I’m unrecognisable and look like a strange beast unless you’re with me. I came round the bottom of the wood and up through Heptonstall, intending to buy some fish and chips. I was just stepping up into the fish and chip shop – where we never went – when two little girls ran out with their arms full of wrapped fish and chips, when they saw me one let out a scream. They recovered and went off. But that’s the sort of thing which will soon dement me.

            
 

            What have I done today. A great deal of nothing. I wrote a bit at my silly play. I shall tear through it now and get it away and burned, but I must go through to the end and the last word. I finished Graves Belisarius. His excuse for writing this kind of book is that he wants to write history and he wants to make it interesting and he wants to make a living. Doubtless he does the last. But when a situation that was presumably actual fact, is given a fictional cause, when the veritable mummy of Belisarius is given Graves’ anaemic voice, the contrast is intolerable and both parts are discredited. It gives me that perpetual twist in the stomach that an apparent fake does, things are just not falling true, and yet the fact that the external situation of these characters is true and historically vouched forces you to think the whole is true. The result is something vicious I am sure. A great deal of History does come over, but the relationships between the main people, which is one of the most interesting things in history especially when as is usually the case you are given only external events to judge them by, are in Graves books determined for you and not at all convincingly. He has the prissiest sense of the grand, or the terrible, or of rage or energy of any sort. And when he tries to be witty, as he does interminably, the results are a fantastic heaving to and saluting of remote historical allusions that leave the whole page with a kind of blank look. Here is verses I dug up and altered, two or three lines I changed –

            
 

            

               Old wives in their day
 

               Had sure cures for this
 

               Changeling, this Vanity
 

               That has corrupted the eye
 

               Even of the faithfull lookingglass.


            
 

            

               Vanity, Vanity
 

               I read in a book
 

               How you with your wizened ears
 

               And your snake’s twisted eye
 

               Once I could, with the hearth-muck
 

               Have swept out of doors,
 

               Or flung on the fire back,
 

               Or else flogged, until
 

               Your yell brought with one stride
 

               Your mother through the house-wall
 

               Out of the black wood.


            
 

            

               Or I could have brewed beer
 

               In a half egg-shell;
 

               Or made black pudding of a whole
 

               Hog, eyes, hooves, hair;
 

               Or ploughed with a cockerel
 

               Harnassed back to front;
 

               Or hung our cat on a nail
 

               And as it screeched to and fro
 

               Fiddled in counterpoint,
 

               Till you should confess,
 

               With one bloody shriek
 

               At so much newfangleness
 

               Your fifty centuries thunderstruck
 

               And wailed into the hill.


            
 

            

               But I do not do so:
 

               The times are so vile
 

               I rock your cradle and as I croon
 

               Fondly I smile
 

               Into your hideous eyes 

               
 

               Because it is a hundred to one
 

               At the baby show
 

               You would win first prize.


            
 

            There were new developments across the field today. When I walked out in the morning to post your letter I saw a beautiful cow in the road side, different from any cow I ever saw, a different shape, and a rich wild chocolate brown with wild wiry swirly hair. It was grazing at the road side.
 

            Later, back in my room, I looked across the field, and saw this same cow in the lower field with the little calf walking obediently behind it. To and fro it was wandering, very restlessly, and the calf going pace for pace with it, bumping its nose on her buttock. The horse was grazing in the top field. Suddenly it looked up, and stared in obvious amazement and fury at what was going on in the lower field with its little calf, its little friend, its own dove. Away goes the horse to the rescue of its own rights, and then, very intelligently proceeds to separate the cow from the calf and drive the cow into the upper field. The little calf tried to run after the cow, whom it seemed to prefer, but the horse headed it off as neatly as if it had a rider, and headed it off repeatedly, but the little calf, full of a new love finally broke through into the top field and chased after the cow. The horse now began to drive the cow into corners. It dodged out of one and another but in the third, the near corner, when the horse came charging straight at it, it jumped the fence and ran away up the road. The calf stood with its head over the fence, mooing. The horse ran round for joy. About an hour later I looked up and there was the cow again back in the upper field with the calf, and the horse grazing in the lower. As I watched, again – recognition, rage, to the rescue by horse, and desperation by calf, and headlong flight a la Ventas by cow, to corner, to corner, to the far corner, which is a wall, but no matter, over went cow, and horse watched it warningfully walk away up the field to join Wilf’s herd. The little calf stuck its head over that corner now, and mooed. Now I am turning in. I read John Skelton aloud for about an hour tonight. I love the cartoons. The unicorns one is wonderfull. I wish Carne-Ross would hurry. As soon as he speaks, we meet. I love you I love you, I love you I love you your

            
 

                                                            Ted.


         
 

         

            The poem ‘Old wives in their day’, with its discernible trace of Robert Graves, was never published. 

            
 

            A plot outline on a third sheet of typescript, about a weak wife murdering her bullying husband – ‘Too melodramatic and obvious?’ TH himself asks – has been omitted.


         
 

         To Sylvia Plath
 

         

            [6 and 8 October 1956]
 

            Ts  Lilly Library  
 

            

                


            
 

            Dearest Sylvia,
 

            Saturday night, and no letter from my ponk. Is she dead? Has half the world dropped off?
 

            This morning I could work up absolutely no interest in my stupid play, nor had I spirit for anything else. Yesterday I felt like writing but today – blank. I have read somewhere in Freud that when a person is suddenly deprived of someone he loves and has built into his life, his working powers often fail temporarily, though I should have thought they would be stimulated. I read a bit, dawdled a bit, and finally went out with my Yeats intending to read on the moors. I went up where it was luminous that evening, and there I sat reading Yeats aloud until I was frozen and my fingers were numb. Then I set off walking in the opposite direction to back home, and followed the skyline all the way around, on the moor, not feeling a bit tired, though I walked from three until 7-30. No luck on the Pools. It’s amazing how far you can be out. Tonight again I just cronked, that’s the perfect word for it. I slumped in a heap. Wasn’t even interested in books. And now I’m going to bed early and perhaps I’ll feel more like writing tomorrow.
 

            I dreamed fiendishly and unrememberably all last night and woke twice without bedclothes. This morning I got up at six and went out to shoot a rabbit because we have no meat for Sunday. It was a lovely morning, with the sun’s rays broadening up into the sky at a steep angle and all the bellies of the clouds red. I couldn’t see the rabbits for some reason. I kept walking absent-mindedly straight into them, and away they would be. At last I managed to get one. I came back. It was still useless to try to write, so I read the introduction to the legende of goode women in a whisper, and ruminated, until eleven. Then out of sheer tedium – tedium isn’t when there’s nothing to do but when for some reason you’re too distracted to do anything, too vaguely disquieted, Spleen I suppose, but I miss you very much. Anyway I went down and I did the rabbit as you would have done – only I put all the spare packets of soup in and piles of Bisto and those things. The result was good. But I’d made it too stiff. The rabbit was cooked and good, but it hadn’t boiled as it would have done in a thinner mixture, with the result that it was tough, it didn’t fall off the bones as yours did, you couldn’t suck the bones. However, it served. I heard you once say to your mother I think that you suspected a man who was quick about the kitchen. I think the two extreme types like the kitchen – but with a difference. The hardened bachelor raids it, and the utter domestic woos it. The dangerous one – and I think this is the one you must have meant – is the hardened bachelor who woos it, or even the still soft-green bachelor who woos it, because that means he has made himself his own wife, and if in this way then probably in many other ways. I think queers must be courters of kitchens.

            
 

            This afternoon, stupefied, I lay on my bed in a half dream from three until seven – you see how my days pass. I can put it down to the conjunction of the moon and saturn, but I wish you were here. Tonight, on the subject of the above I made a near nursery rhyme, very weak and not to be considered any further by you:

            
 

            

                   Very pleased with himself was little Willie Crib
 

               When he found the little elf-girl under his bib.
 

               He took her to his bedroom, he put her in a box,
 

               He could hardly get to sleep for taking little looks.


            
 

            

               She had his mother’s voice, she had his mother’s face
 

               But she loved him most when he was in disgrace.
 

               She accompanied him everywhere and noone could see her
 

               nor hear her soft endless kisses at his ear.


            
 

            

               He grew to be a gay young man, up and down town,
 

               Every girl’s secret was to get him for her own,
 

               But his elf she would grow angry, she would hurry him away
 

               “None love you as I do for all that they say.”


            
 

            

               Little Willie Crib he gadded up and down,
 

               He swigged his fiery gaiety with a little frown,
 

               With this girl, with that girl, then with a bitter laugh –
 

               After two looks at any one his elf would drag him off.


            
 

            

               “I see” said his elf at last “You are not to be trusted”
 

               And round about his neck her two arms she twisted – 

               
 

               “Whoever you take in your arms” she said “Now,
 

               You shall be but pressing me the closer to you.”


            
 

            

               And however Willie vowed to the girls in his arms
 

               They could never get closer than the touch of his palms
 

               And all his fierce kisses fell upon his elf,
 

               Which left the girls imagining he had kissed himself.


            
 

            There, You will think I am in my dotage. But what set me off on this weak spiritless canter was reading this Blake:
 

            

               Little Mary Bell had a fairy in a nut,
 

               Long John Brown had a devil in his gut;
 

               Long John Brown loved little Mary Bell
 

               And the fairy drew the devil in the nut-shell.


            
 

            

               Her fairy skipped out and her fairy Skip’d in;
 

               He laugh’d at the Devil saying ‘Love is a Sin.’
 

               The Devil he raged and the Devil he was wroth,
 

               And the Devil entered into the Young Man’s broth.


            
 

            

               He was soon in the Gut of the loving Young Swain,
 

               For John ate and drank to drive away Love’s pain;
 

               But all he could do he grew thinner and thinner,
 

               Though he ate and drank as much as ten men for his dinner.


            
 

            

               Some said he had a Wolf in his stomach day and night,
 

               Some said he had the Devil and they guessed right,
 

               The Fairy skip’d about in his Glory, Joy and Pride,
 

               And he laughed at the Devil till poor John Brown died.


            
 

            

               Then the Fairy skip’d out of the old nut shell,
 

               And Woe & Alack for Pretty Mary Bell!
 

               For the Devil crept in when the Fairy skip’d out,
 

               And there goes Miss Bell with her fusty old Nut.


            
 

            Splendid. To say it’s carelessly worked out is to show just how it surmounts all that.
 

            Have you read the Everlasting Gospel – Blake? Read it as antidote to your Augustine. Now I shall take a bath, and after this go to bed early. I wish this fit would pass but all I can do makes no difference. If I were in some other place. If I were in some other place.
 

            Monday morning and much better. First of all your two letters clear the weekend with one swipe. But your two letters came alone. No B.B.C. but I have a feeling it will be sometime this week.

            
 

            I hope you didn’t drop any clues for Miss Abbott’s ferret nose. Probably between them, Miss Abbott and Mrs Milne, and with the aid of all their innocent applied agents – South Africans, Malays, Pygmies, third-apes etc – you are being sounded and unpicked, and charted and reduced to your parts. However your new veiled Southpaw approach I should think is a match for their craft. Read Blake, as I diviningly said last night, as antidote for all your christian philosopher trash, and it is trash, all completely crooked, and shouldn’t be given the name thought at all. Schopenhauer somewhere talks about the English Philosophers and laments the way they all have Religion, and a stupid allegiance to some dogmatic egotist of the post-Christ school, that stands in the midst of their thought like a great rock, and fouls all the free flowing currents. They make me foolishly angry, so righteous and vicious and at bottom selfish, at bottom stupid and timid. The whole pack are contemptible. And when you realise that there has not been a monastery, nor a church foundation of any sort, not a single post of any ecclesiastical dignity, that has not from the start been the perch of avarice, greed, cruelty, and tyranny, you marvel why they are still given so much attention.

            
 

            I’m glad you like the inn-plot. It is better than the other, which was rather silly. Moreover it has a strong practical matrix, a really interesting concern with how to reconcile the city which nobody likes but which fascinates everybody, and the country which everybody loves but nobody wants to live with. In fact, I can take my choice. Either I brutally murdered a girl in Glasgow and have been seen – at various stages – making my way down into East Lancs where I am thought to be hiding up; or late last Wednesday night, when two sisters were walking home up Old Town, across the valley from here, I jumped down out of the wood into the middle of the road in front of them, stark naked. If I did, I left my shorts in the wood where the police found them. Here it is again. –

            
 

            

               On his side, embrangled in adult passion, he had
 

               Scarcely uttered his first cry under her
 

               Raven-winged fall of hair, her nightfall of hair,
 

               Her blood-drop lips, a skin whose snows were over his head
 

               When they both dropped through to nurseryland, and she saw 

               
 

               The wolf, the wolf, had her by the hand, his mad
 

               Grin dividing her body as he licked blood
 

               Of her own dear mother off his black ugly jaw –


            
 

            

               Whereon, gathering her petticoats, she ran, ran
 

               Following her shriek through the glowering wood where the red
 

               Robins and the wrens cried “Wolf” – a sob ahead
 

               She got to the cottage and staggered in


            
 

            

               Shrieking “Mother”. When that youth tiptoed
 

               To the lattice, whispering her name, he met
 

               Pressed against the glass the long black fresh-bloodied
 

               Muzzle of her mother grinning out.


            
 

            I think that gets the grisly end as well as any I’ve tried yet, and makes the setting definitely fairytale. For the first time since you left I’m beginning to feel like writing again. […] Love to you my kish and my puss and my dearest Sylvia my wife love & love

            
 

                                                          your Ted


         
 

         

            Like the notebook poem about Mary Bell and John Brown, Blake’s The Everlasting Gospel, begun c.1818 and never finished, remained unpublished for more than a century. It starts: ‘The Vision of Christ that thou dost see / Is my Vision’s Greatest Enemy’ – and keeps up this pugnacious tone as far as it goes. TH never published either his own ‘near nursery rhyme’ or ‘On his side, embrangled in adult passion’.

            
 

            Another of TH’s story plots, what he himself calls ‘a sentimental one’, about a woman’s reunion with a lost lover, has been omitted.


         
 

         To Sylvia Plath
 

         

            [9 or 10 October 1956]
 

            Ts  Lilly Library  
 

            

                


            
 

            My dearest Sylvia,
 

            my wakings at least are pleasant and go a long way to make up for the bad sleeping. Last night I was frozen in bed. First of all I like the poem. No lack of sophistication either. The movement is very good – firm, discreet, passionate. And the statement open, not tortoised in imagery. I can’t find anything in it to criticise, except perhaps – what does an almanac do? An almanac is a calendar. How does a calendar vouch for a fact that is geographical. The implication is that your removing from one place to another, from your kingdom to a million counties away, was fastened to a certain date, and the pastness of that date on the calendar is a too blunt reminder of that removing. Its complicated to get over in so little, but I think it works. I think it’s good, and not to be slighted by any up-nosed disowning modesty. It’s smoother than the glutton – the movement is more inevitable, and the words all of a family. I like it.

            
 

            You are right about the New Yorker. I think Luke’s poems might get in, particularly the ballade, which has just the kind of gaucherie they seem to countenance, and Fools Encountered which is as good as anything I’ve read in there. His kind of ‘poeticalness’ would catch the New Yorker I think. I know what you mean when you describe your reactions to the New Yorker. But the thing to remember is that all these people are publishing not according to some abstract New Yorker standard – they’re all writing what they find they can write and writing it as well as they can. Who does Salinger copy? or Eudora Welty? All the good ones have invented their own manner in their own private rooms. If you write whatever attracts you, and you write it as hard as you can, and as rich, then you can’t miss, and a pox on your imitators who will be the new breed of outnumbering gnats. Just write it off, in your own way, and make it stand up off the page and jump about the room – then even if you’re writing about your Aunt Aegrotat’s animated carrots it will sell. I wonder why Thurber’s declined?
 

            I had a letter from Peter Redgrove, who has finally fought through to contact with Carne-Ross, and who writes to inform me that the committee of the B.B.C. have accepted my Yeats Programme and that I shall be hearing from Carne-Ross in a day or two. Good. Joy in fact. With one programme I may well have a more lucrative qualification than a whole aeon of enunciating to Andalusian Hotel Keeper’s imbecile sons. When I go there I shall take Hopkins and Skelton and try to arrange for a reading of the Wreck and maybe the Tunning of El. Rumming, which would both be long good hauls. I will tell you the day as soon as I hear then you can prepair a decamping. We’ll stay the night in a hotel. And I shall kiss you into blisters.

            
 

            The suit O Sylvia and the Jacket. Wonderful. They’re my favourites ever. The first clothes I’ve ever had that I didn’t put on for lack of better. Pa marvelled and amazed and I believe Ma will now sleep better. I shall come down to London in the Jacket and my dark pants. Sleek sleek sleek. If only something would sell out on the stalls we are now set to begin misering and amassing bullion. The thought of your Poetry acceptances is like a little you. You must be swaggering. But don’t crack. I suppose the horde is descending about now and you’re dizzy with invitations and so unsettled by the storming of feet into the city that you’re accepting them out of sheer distraction. I shall be glad to be out of England and away from the thought of you down there sixteen shillings away, open to every knave’s nice manners and charming conversation while I sit here and stare at the skyline like an old stone.

            
 

            I heard a kind of morality play by George Barker the other night, or part of it. I suppose nobody in the history of the tongue has raved more than he about the history of the heart. His whole career has been ruined by an ambition to be mantic and oracular as Dylan Thomas, when he might have been a good sort of minor byron. I now know why the police stopped me.
 

            Plot: SHE is a kind of recluse. Leaves the city, is wealthy enough to buy a cottage in the hills, in a beautiful lonely place. She has a car and runs to the nearest township for supplies. She has something to do. Maybe she writes, maybe she does something else. Anyway her house is the picture of what a lone and lonely woman would make of it. She manages. She becomes strange, and the townspeople say she is mad. You are never quite sure whether she is mad or not. She leads a very lonely time, and the birds come to her door etc. One day she gets back from town to find a man in her house. A young man, good-enough-looking, strong looking, but exhausted. He is fast asleep on her bed, and she cannot wake him. He is dreaming wildly. She is frightened. She wonders [next line-and-a-half x-ed over] she sits and watches. It never occurs to her to go for help. He wakes, and she is reassured. She makes him a meal. Almost nothing is said. He does certain things about the house. He leaves at dusk. Next morning he appears again – obviously he has slept in the woods. He goes on doing things about the house. She is alarmed at the way he takes over. He begins making gadgets to make life in that spot easier. He digs a garden. He plants it with every presumption of hoping to see good plants there. What is she feeling all this time. They hardly ever speak, but there is a union. She misses him when he goes out. Still he is sleeping in the woods. He never looks at her directly, yet his presence is open and easy. All kinds of wifely longings begin to stir in her. He always brushes off her monosyllabic enquiries monosyllabically. They grow closer. Some thing happens and they come together – they lie together. Some drastic crisis brings this about. That next day the police arrive with dogs. Now all the time he has shown an uneasiness at the mention or possibility of visitors. A figure on the landscape has more than once sent him to the woods. Now the police take him. She is desolate. Her recluse instincts have been utterly ousted by her wifely ones. After a fearful day or two she goes to town, thence to the city to see what has become of him. There she learns that he is wanted for murder. Murder of his wife. What does she do?

            
 

            This is a situation at least. LOVELOVELOVELOVEMYPONKMYKISHPUSS.
 

            

                


            
 

            As for the New Yorker, I don’t know. Perhaps one ought to be able to strip off these little poems as a kind of exercise, but I fancy it would be death. Obviously the snail man has got the method, and writes those things as hacks turn out comic strips. There’s no question of serious writing, or imaginative flight, or serious or meaningful sequence of rhythms or imagery, or really grasped detail. They are just plain bad. They don’t even have charm. The snail one doesn’t anyway. And to let themselves be taken by such a catch-dollar method of dividing the line makes the whole joke too obvious and entirely at the expense of the New Yorker. They ought to have printed it as prose and paid him a cent a line at that. But it is eminently a magazine of parlour pieces, and not of serious writing, not the peoms. Teaparty pieces. Birthday card rhymes. The kind of ornament on the page that the designs of advertisements also provide. A place for the eye. But nothing. And yet I should think that something good and very smooth-mannered would get in. I think that is the key – smooth-manners.
 

            I like the poem about statuary very much, the first verse without exception, and the second. In the third “Let break an elegiac tear” reminds me of “Now break a giant tear for the little known fall” and somewhere else he “Put a tear for joy in the unearthly flood.” Also there is a traffic confusion I think in “Fierce flaring game of Quick child” – do you think “Quick flaring game Of child, leaf or cloud” because the “Fierce flaring” are two consecutive likenesses, and have been too often the double tap of the hammer. Let me explain that. When a blacksmith hits the hot iron, he hits the iron, where he wants, with one hard effective blow, and lets then the hammer bounce off to the side once a light tap on the anvil – this makes the whole swing easier, and by the time he lifts his hammer again he has thought, and can do the work more rhythmically this way. Well in verse the tendency is to follow an adjective that’s working with an idle timing one, so that adjectives tend to go in pairs. Well in ‘fierce flaring’ an old couple has come up, and the one to go I think should be the fierce for the same reasons that you would give me if I had written “Fierce flaring.” And “Quick flaring” animates both quick and flaring. Also don’t you think you should bring a stronger relationship between the elegiac tear that you break and the safe-socketedness of the statues eyes? I think you should. This isn’t fully clear and vivid. Keep the idea of their stony lasting stare, but change your Dylan tear to some other contrast. Also, in the second verse, your final ‘It’ comes well after ‘Tip’, but in the last verse your ‘Rock’ comes as a surprise unprepared for. But I like the poem. It’s worth working over. The first two verses are your apocolyptic “Black and white” but fixed in the children and the park, which is something you have hardly done before.

            
 

            Now I’m looking at your second letter which has the news. Well let him give Monsier Weeks a great kick, and apply leverage, bribes, force and blackmail in every department. Still, if they look at them hard enough, long enough, even though they send them back, they may remember my name. Also I hope they give them chance to grow on them. That is good news about the fables. Do as you say, but get them off before the end of the month. I think you are right about the others. A book of mixed stories is a much less daunting prospect than two books of nine of each type. I will set about that in Spain, and try and have them shaped out to begin writing then. Are you keeping up with your novel notes? Do, because these seasons won’t come again, and Autumn is Cambridge’s private display. We mustn’t let slip that man’s goodwill and readiness.
 

            I had begun to dislike “Circus in three rings” but I am certain “Firesong” has already titled some already book of poems. There must be ways of discovering whose and when and where.
 

            As for the changeling, that was ‘Light Verse’. The ending is a bit fortuitous, but to stop at eyes leaves you recovering your balance uncomfortably. Also there is then no explanation no consequence of the ‘So vile times’. I will try to devise a close. It isn’t worth sending out.
 

            And as for the Horses of the Sun, I look at it now with horror. The prospect of doing to it all that needs doing. It certainly was rough, and strained. I will not attempt to explain or defend any of it, until I’ve thoroughly revised it.
 

            I like this second poem too. You are beginning to knit your poems together unchallengeably. Everything goes perfectly here until “Pierced side”. You have been giving to think of a side gaping and mangled and bloody, but ‘Pierced’ – in the context of literal and violent detail, means merely stabbed, with a blade, leaving a thin slash, or cut, or small hole. Something like ‘Open’ would give a much rawer more vulnerable terrible sense.

            
 

            I’m not sure about ‘cursed’ to hear. In that context a comparatively mild word would do more. ‘Cursed’ is straining to keep up with the rest, and is a worn word anyway. The next line I don’t like. Phoenix’s are theatre props. The next two lines are two of the best. The next line is not so felicitous. I think there’s better than hiss or is it – I’ve only just seen this – that the world is the daft goose? If so I think you should switch the penultimate line. Change it somehow – it doesn’t present the subject, it isn’t vivid and the rest is so much. I love you, Sylvia, all day, all night when I can’t sleep. Thinking about you and just blankly missing you has brought me to a standstill. I love you I love you I love you. I shall come to London on Friday, so get an exeat for that night. If Carne-Ross invites me down before then, I shall stay on. If not, I shall tell him I shall be in London. Love love to my wife
 

                                                            Ted.


         
 

         

            This letter seems to have been written in two parts, in response to separate letters of Plath’s, the second possibly arriving before TH’s reply to the first had been sent.
 

            ‘Monologue at 3 a.m.’, with its ‘snake-figured almanac / vouching you are / a million green counties from here’, is the first poem TH discusses. ‘Touch-and-Go’ is the second – and it is interesting to note that, when TH came to edit Plath’s Collected Poems, he placed it, not close to either ‘The Glutton’ or ‘Monologue at 3 a.m.’, which share a page in the main body of the book, but under ‘Juvenilia’. There, the lines on which he comments are rewritten as ‘Let my transient eye break a tear / For each quick, flaring game / Of child, leaf and cloud’. The third poem, ‘Crystal Gazer’, was also revised before eventually appearing in Collected Poems.

            
 

            Of the poems that TH discusses in the second part of this letter, ‘Circus in Three Rings’ is among the ‘Juvenilia’ of Plath’s Collected, while ‘Street Song’, with its last line ‘This cracked world’s incessant gabble and hiss’, is in the main body.

            
 

            The radio play by the poet George Barker (1913–91) was The Seraphina.

            
 

            The ‘snail man’: ‘The Garden Snail’, an eye-catching poem with prosodically questionable line breaks, by Robert A. Wallace, had appeared in the 8 September 1956 issue of The New Yorker.

            
 

            Edward Weeks was Editor of the Atlantic Monthly from 1938 to 1966.

            
 

            The remarks about ‘novel notes’ and ‘Cambridge’s private display’ relate to Plath’s projected novel Falcon Yard (see note on letter to Plath of 1 (and 2) October).

            


         
 

         

         
 

         To Sylvia Plath
 

         

            [11 October 1956]
 

            Ts and ms  Lilly Library  
 

            

                


            
 

            Dearest Sylvia,
 

            I got your letter this morning of the train time. I shall pick you up either off the train, or, if my bus is a bit late, in the waiting room at King’s Cross. Don’t get so upset. If there is such a thing, this next year will be a real character expander for you, dealing with all those people when you know them through and through.
 

            I see you’re having Holloway – Queen’s golden boy. What for?
 

            As for Mrs Milne – there ought to be some way of finally settling her….
 

            A funny thing. I don’t think I told you this. Last September about this time our ginger cat, which was just about half grown, followed Pa down to the bus-stop and was never seen again. Never until the day we got the kitten, that is. The morning we got little smoggleshonks here – who’s going mew mew and coming up my chair arm – our ginger cat, now just about fully grown and a beauty, came running up to Pa at the bus stop. For three mornings it came up to him. This morning when I went out for some bread it came running across to me. Everyone says it’s a stray, and seems to live off charity. So I brought it back. It doesn’t seem to recognise the place particularly, or maybe it’s that it recognises it utterly, without question, and has already forgotten its year absence. Anyway it looks around mildly, laps milk, goes to sleep – until it sees little Nymcrimping, then it growls and backs and hisses. So I don’t know what we shall do. I wish they’d make friends. I suppose they will in time, but meanwhile little Nymcrimping will have a time.

            
 

            Last night a hedgehog came into the garden and we all went out to have a look at its face. Long and pointed with black eyes deep in brown bristly hair, and a wet wet snuffly nose.
 

            While we’re on noses – Holding the ladder has got me a cold in the head which is a fine thing to have contracted at this time. However, it’s only a slight one, and only in my head – not in my stomach where it would have stuck. The worst of it is a slight headache. I’m dosing myself with hot milk and treacle and brandy and aspirins so if this letter is a little dopey blame aspirin.
 

            I think that’s an idea about the little poems. Why don’t you try it. Single it down to your humour and vividness in lines of two or three words, and a slight difference in verse form from that Wallace or whatever his name was. I think a poem must be a great responsibility for a life and soul of the party such as NY is, whereas with a tiny trickle of song-strain nobody can take exception, and far more people can take notice. Unless they were solid stuff I wouldn’t put your name to them. Call it washing doorsteps for bread. I will try a few. I suppose they’re not easy to write but they’re ridiculously easy compared to a poem.

            
 

            Plot: Man and a woman have been married ten years, trying to have a baby for the last eight. They are both immensely wealthy. For the first two years of their marriage, they said “Let’s enjoy ourselves before settling down with a family” and so they did in their way, but pretty soon the keen domestic family spirit in both of them cut their rather barren pleasure stretch short. They returned to America, settled in a suburb, he with some position in his father’s company, and set to, to get offspring. Nothing happens. None come. For eight years they try, maybe for fourteen, but it’s no good. The doctor’s answer is ‘no reason why not’, and so they go on trying, but with less and less zest. Meanwhile the magnificently equipped home is waiting, the wife walking about imagining her happy shouting brats swarming. There is a paradise garden, equipped as a children’s playground – one of the main reasons for their buying this house. There is a nursery runs all along the top story with wide windows, and odd wheels of toys from the big family that had it previously. Still no children come. They despair.

            
 

            Then, one day, as she stares bored out at the garden, the wife sees a little child, a little girl, a scruffy slobbery ill-kept but pretty girl. She hardly dares but she does – call the girl in. She gives her cakes, cleans her, asks her where she lives, but the little girl only gobbles and looks delighted, says something – ‘grockles’ and laughs or so. The wife dare hardly think. She steals into next rooms, and surprises herself walking in on the child, she watches it, she stands in further rooms and listens to it playing with the toys she has set it among. Who does the child belong to? She is certain that it has been abandoned – some slut not wanting the bother of it has set it down in a rich person’s garden. This is more than she dare hope.
 

            When husband comes home she shows him her new acquisition as delightedly as if it had actually been her own. He of course immediately ponders the legal questions, the justice of the thing, the necessity of taking trouble to find out where the child belongs – if in fact it has been abandonned, then, perhaps, they may be aloud to bring it up. The wife is angry – give it back to the neglectful slut who must own it? And she shows him in high indignation the rags it was dressed in. He too wants this child – it takes to him straightaway. His wife brings up every unreasonable reason for keeping the child and saying nothing, while the husband considers what shall be done formally to assure that this heaven-sent gift really can be theirs. The woman in fact is not sure whether this isn’t a gift straight from God. She is quite light-headed with delight and apprehension and hope.

            
 

            There are no slums in the whole town where such a child could have come from. It certainly seems to have dropped out of nowhere. He rings up the police and enquires if a child has been lost. None reported.
 

            They keep the child a whole week, perhaps not so much, but enough to make them confident that it is theirs and to give them a real taste for this child. The wife begins to treat it confidently like a mother. It shows extraordinary cleverness in some way – perhaps it can make things. Anyway it is enough to set her dreams soaring of what an education they will give to it … in the midst – at the very peak of this dream, there comes a knock on the door.
 

            She goes, opens it, and her heart crashes. Standing at the door is a filthy beribbonned benecklaced bebraceletted swart greasy gypsy woman, with a child on her shoulder, another trailing from her hand, and another standing behind and peering round. Without preliminaries she asks, matter-of-factly, for her girl. The wife doesn’t know what to do. Give her darling back to this? Back to living rough and prospectless as gypsies do? Back to the very opposite of everything the wife thinks the child should have. She almost refuses, almost defies the gypsy woman, but before she can speak, with a cry, the little girl rushes past her to the gypsy. Without a word the gypsy turns and walks away down the long beautifully kempt drive, trailing all her children. Perhaps the woman calls desperately to the little girl by the name she has given her, but the little girl ignores her. The wife is left standing over her hole in the earth. She turns back into the house. Everything is as the little girl left it. She sits stunned. Suddenly there is a little knock on the door – a child’s knock. She runs to the door – refusing the hope. At the door stands the little scruffy gypsy boy. “Can I have her clothes. My mum’s sent me back for her clothes.” He hands her the beautiful expensive things in which she had dressed the girl, and waits expectantly.

            
 

            Very sentimental. There are gypsies in America, though I’m not sure of their status. All over Europe they are as they would need to be for this story. This is a reversion of the old tale popular with english children’s writers of the gypsies stealing a child. I’m sure it could be done. I’m rather proud of this one.

            
 

            It is a heavy thing, but can you bring the camp-bed to London. Or the coat. Take your choice. No. Bring the coat. Yes, the coat.
 

            DONT FORGET THE D. THOMAS LETTERS.
 

            All my love to Sylvia my wife my ponk my kish my puss. Tomorrow is very near and when you read this it will be today. I shall write a letter to your mother, thanking her for the map, but I will bring it to London as I don’t know her address. I suppose we can consider Carne-Ross’s apparent interest to have me read my poems – I hope he means record this time, but only if he does mean me to record them, to buy the reading, as an acceptance. I wrote to him yesterday and told him that it is true I am intending to leave for Spain towards the end of this month, but that the date is still uncertain. I wondered, in my letter, if he could fix a reading of the Wreck of the Deutschland or of Skelton’s Tunning of El. Rum. before I go. I thought I would give him time to operate the committee buisiness if he is interested in such readings, then perhaps I could make them next Friday which in his letter he called a free day. I also meant to offer my services, while I am in London, for any odd bits of reading in other programmes – usually in poetry readings they have several readers – but I didn’t want to send a begging letter. I’ll ask him that when we see him. All all all all all, all my love. Bring to London what you have written. We will see the Tate this time.

            
 

                                                           Your Ted


         
 

         

            ‘Fate Playing’, in Birthday Letters, may be an account of what happened to TH and Plath’s plan to meet in London, although it is in the wrong place chronologically.

            
 

            John Holloway (1920–99) had recently been appointed Fellow of Queens’ College. As one of the poets associated with The Movement, whose programme was regarded by its detractors as aridly rational and small-scale, he occupied a position far from that of either TH or Plath.


         
 

         To Sylvia Plath
 

         

            [15 October 1956]
 

            Ms  Lilly Library  
 

            

                


            
 

            My dearest Sylvia, –
 

            This is Monday morning about 11. When I came to Rugby St Dan was here, and I spent the rest of Sunday moping and reading. I got up this morning feeling like writing, and with a clear idea how to begin Snatchcraftington, so this afternoon I shall write some of that. Just now I’ve been out trying to get Carne-Ross, but, says the operator, his office is empty, not even a secretary, so I shall try again a bit later.

            
 

            […]
 

            That was a well-used weekend, and we did well not to go wandering over London. I feel much better that we just stayed.
 

            […]
 

            Dan has some good books here. In one – that I’ve been reading – is a collection of the curious myths – divining rods, the seven sleepers of Ephesus, mermaids etc –. The chapter about mermaids is terrific. He translates accounts by priests etc, who seem to be hurried in numbers to every mermaid catching, – close descriptions of mermaids, with small monkey heads, coarse wiry black hair, short necks, sharp teeth, codeyes, cartilaginous ribs, and a whimpering kitten mew – length in centimetres, four-jointed fingers, etc.

            
 

            Do you remember the shop – near the Y.W.C.A., opp the British Museum – where Theosophical Books were advertised – where we stopped after coming from the ghoul’s shop, and pointed, and I said that looks like the shop to have books on the tarot. Well, today I called. There is a whole shelf-full of books on Astrology, and one or two only on the tarot – there may well be more than I saw. They had the one we bought – at 21/- – and another – at 5/- – which told more or less the same elementary facts. I shall go again, and look more closely. I shall see Peter Redgrove tomorrow and ask him where he got his Tarot.
 

            This is just a short note with no plot. Tomorrow I shall give two. For my darling wife, for my Sylvia, for my ponk, my kish, my puss, and from her big toe up by quarter inches to the tip of her longest hair, kisses, and lickings and love.
 

                                                          Love love love love love love from
 

                                                          your Ted.


         
 

         

            ‘Dan’ is Daniel Huws, with whom TH was staying at 18 Rugby Street, while in London for his negotiations with the BBC. (Most of the omitted sections of this letter concern TH’s attempts to pin down Donald Carne-Ross, largely from a public phone box.)
 

            ‘Snatchcraftington’ was a fantastical story for children, on which TH worked for some time, inconclusively.
 

            The book about myths and wonders was Curious Myths of the Middle Ages by S. Baring-Gould (1877).

            


         
 

         

         
 

         To Sylvia Plath
 

         

            [18 October 1956]
 

            Ms  Lilly Library  
 

            

                


            
 

            My dearest Sylvia –
 

            No news yet. Another delicious letter from my kiss puss. What’s happened to your dreams? Probably now you’ve started writing all that out, you have – as you say – exorcised it, or at least got it under control. Perhaps it’s been pushing and glooming and corrupting your imagination for long enough. But if you keep up a detailed vivid looking at things, and not at all things, your dreams will go on improving, till you’re the angel of your own paradise. Try writing them out each morning.

            
 

            Don’t be taken back by those rejections, but don’t send them straight out. Do as you are doing, sending out your latest. If you keep up your writing you will see, after a few weeks, where you can improve the rejected ones, or whether they are better let lie. Keep writing your Cambridge notebook, remembering incidents from last year and writing them up. The Cravenson episode would be a perfect chapter. The American letter-writer another. Each one will grow slowly. Write the definite ones first.

            
 

            How much reading do you do a day? Do you get through the books? Are you browsing with appalled boredom through the English book of verse – Oxford of English I mean? Do, however. Bill with these antiquities, and coo over them, if only to deceive a degree, – keep at them. The minor Elizabethans are interesting and all alike. Try and see what their favourite gimmicks are, how they use metaphors, their rhythms, – the personal dramatic and yet colloquial tone of voice, as different from the late 17th & 18th whose tone of voice is personal and dramatic but flat literary. Note the artificial complexity of Donne’s followers. A difficult period is mid-18th century onwards, when glorification of gardens turns to glorification of wild Nature as seen from over a silken cravatte. But with a little reading, and a little reading into the background – their lives in S. Johnson’s lives of the poets etc – you will see this more easily and instinctively than me. You never will understand a poet of the past unless you know thoroughly and can imagine the exact cast of popular temperament. And you only pick this up by nibbling in all kinds of seemingly useless places, – but mainly too by imagining vehemently all that you read.

            
 

            Books like Defoe’s “Journal of the Plague Year”, and bits of diaries. This is one of the first novels and one of the most terrifying books I ever read. Get it. You’d read it quickly. Browse a lot, but don’t let browsing obscure and dissipate your main line of singleminded reading. 

            
 

            There. That’s a page of dogma.
 

            I’m spending my time here copying out, in all necessary detail, curious stories and tales out of all these hystory books and mythology books. Mostly Welsh & Irish, but some plain general mediaeval. None of the books are much but some of the stories are. I may find a use for them. Many pretend to be history, and are just the sort of thing that several English journals buy – “Everybody’s” for instance. But they may do one day for romantic pot-boiling T.V. play plots.

            
 

            The North American Indians thought: in the beginning there were just men. These men were peaceful, happy, glorified their maker. But they had tails. Long sleek lithe silky tails, that they adorned with knick-knacks, trinkets, paint, perfumes, and indulged as their one vanity. Gradually they forgot their God. They became arrogant & quarrelsome. Then God sent down a scourge, something to make them remember they had a maker, – He cut off their tails. Then, out of their tails, he made women. These women still show all their old characteristics – trailing around after men, dangling themselves with ornaments, painting, perfumeing, and trying every trick to get back where they came from.
 

            I had a vast piece of steak today.
 

            How are all the sitters, and scowlers, and yitterers, and oglers? Do you make proper coffee all day? Do they come in and sit? And be sly?
 

            I dreamed about you continually last night, in all kinds of places and confusions. We shall meet next week. A week since we met! I wish this was that or was next week, Sylvia. I wish this year were over and our wedding in America were over and I were just laying you down on the bed. All all all all all love Your
 

                                                            Ted.


         
 

         

            Everybody’s, a weekly magazine that included a story in each issue, ran until 1959.

            


         
 

         To Olwyn Hughes
 

         

            [October 1956]
 

            Ms  Emory  
 

            

                


            
 

            Dear Olwyn,
 

            A great many things have happened since I last saw you. When are we going to meet? I hope to be setting sail next week, with Walt, for Southern Spain, and I intend to take life up in Granada. I shall expect to see you there, – but don’t go by train. Train in Spain, unless its first class, is cattle-travel. 

            
 

            Do you still know that poetry Editor of Botteghe Oscure? I sent some poees to them – the dregs they were, but two of them were rather better. I received all back, the other day, except those two. There was a scruffily typed rejection, but no explanation for the missing two poems. And they were in some old envelope – not the neat stamped addressed that I sent. I take it they separated the two for further perusal, and sent the rest back when they saw them lying around. I shall write, if my secretary in chief has not already written. She’s had some good fortune lately. She sold a long rather bad poem to The Atlantic Monthly, which is one of the Mags in America, for $50. Then, last week, Poetry Chicago accepted six of her poems – one or two of them her best, and her best is good – and is making an official debut. Perhaps you’ll meet her in Spain, where she’ll come for her vacs. She’s not bla American at all, but very enthusiastic. Very unpretentious, very German in some ways – works herself till she drops. And she certainly has a startling poetic gift. I have nothing of hers at hand or I’d send you some. I’ll tell her to send you some, and some of my latest too which are now coming on.

            
 

            […]
 

            

               

                  
[image: ] 

                  


               


            
 

            Sylvia is born the 27th October, has Mars in 24 of Leo, and the last degree of Aquarius rising, with Saturn in 29 of [image: ], on the cusp of the twelfth, which is suicidal, – especially opposite Mars in the 6th. All correct. She has the moon in Libra, & [image: ], [image: ] & [image: ] in the 7th house. Here is the horoscope of your conception which is 9 moons to the minute pre to birth, according to gynaecologists.

            
 

            Great pity you weren’t at home to read my fables. You’ll have to read them in the book now. As you haven’t written for so long I’ve no idea what you’re doing. That was a good photograph of you that Vicky brought. Write & tell what you’re doing.
 

                                                          Love,
 

                                                                Ted.


         
 

         

            Plath reports the Atlantic Monthly’s acceptance of ‘Pursuit’, which TH here calls a ‘long rather bad poem’, to her mother on 2 September, and Poetry (Chicago)’s of six poems on 2 October (see Letters Home).

            


         
 

         To Sylvia Plath
 

         

            [20–22 October 1956]
 

            Ms  Lilly Library  
 

            

                


            
 

            My dearest Sylvia –
 

            two letters from you today. The first melancholy sad, the second its antithesis. I suppose you got my letter today, on the rejection of the fables. I wonder if they read them. Anyway, – as I told you – I shall try with the detatchable four in Manchester.
 

            I have started writing Snatchcraftington, and shall do a bit each day. It is clear now. Snatchcraftington appears, attracts all the children as he somersaults through the streets, stops in the market-place, turns into a 3 masted ship, comes out on the bridge and calls the children aboard for a free trip to Africa. The children hang back, and before he can bring persuasion to bear, a policeman comes forward and tells him to be off. The P. clears off the children, and turns back to get particulars off Snatch, finds him turned to a crow and flying away over the roofs. Next Snatch appears to a few boys, & turns into a space-ship, offering a free-trip to Mars, back by dark. Before the boys can get in, they are again interrupted – so on. You see it is definite, and I can see as far as the first main episode – the kingdom of the bright particles, – clearly. I want to introduce my character, my little boy, as quick as I can. It is very simpleminded, but not moreso than Keats Cap & Bells.

            
 

            Peter Redgrove told me the other night about this Poetry competition. He obviously hoped I wasn’t entering. As his first question was “When do you think of bringing out a poetry book” and as my answer was, implying all delay and tardiness “Oh next spring maybe” he told me of the competition. I wasn’t greatly interested, because I have got used to thinking of my book as minus most of the poems I have, i.e. supplemented with what is yet to be written. But I now see that coming out under these people – though they are an opposition, rather than a means – it would plant my merit firmly in every editor’s confidence. So. I will. And I wish I could get back into a writing spell, to add at least five, before they go in. I will try that too.

            
 

            Today I went with Danny to the National Portrait Gallery. Have you never been there? Beautiful cast of Keats, of Blake. Pictures of Donne, and the rest. A superb cast head of Yeats. I came away utterly exhausted. It was a very strange thought – out of the English civilisation there are the selected works, the civilisation over. So few good ones. So many half-good, careless, ill-defined works, like Dryden, Southey, Swinburne etc. There are none very modern. Yeats is one of the latest.

            
 

            I don’t know what you’re doing tonight – Saturday at eight to make me suddenly nightmarishly depressed. I kept trying to think of reasons why I should feel so miserable. Then a dog started howling of all things.
 

            I shall find out on Monday just what the Education department of the American Forces is, and what it desires. £15 for 2 nights is –. I am almost ready to do horoscopes for money. I shall try, too, to sell the Calum-makers on Monday.

            
 

            I shall write no more now, but more tomorrow. I think of you more and more Sylvia, though not distractedly now. If I could get quiet somewhere I could use this time. Though this is quiet enough. The only sound I hear all day is the street, but I do hear that all day, every minute of the day. I love you from your toes to your ankles to your knees to your thighs to your hips to your navel to your nipples to your shoulders to your throat to your mouth to your nose to your eyes and then in to the end of you. All my love every minute.
 

            Do you see that Merwin has collected his sloppings over into a book, called ‘Green with beasts’, which just about sums up a swamped foundering arkfull of sick apes.
 

            This is Sunday. Or rather Monday morning at one. Oh Sylvia. Where are you? I could crush you into my pores. I’ve never passed such days. A soulless existence, in that I live purely the presence of this shape and weight, – all my sense is utterly with you. 

            
 

            This afternoon Dan & I walked over to Than’s. And there I’ve been until just a minute ago. So today I’ve done no writing. We’ve been trying to convey thoughts – Than was the only good receiver. When we thought of branding-iron, he said electric-welding Rod, which is nearly exact, and spit, and ski-man with those spiked pole things – very good. He picks casual thoughts up much better than the main image. When I looked at the picture of a man smoking a pipe – he was trying to pick up ‘fireworks’ – he said ‘man holding a pipe’. When I quite casually thought of hand in glove – he was trying to pick up ‘freeze’ – he said ‘foot in a sock’. And so on.
 

            I’m behind with plots aren’t I? Only I thought of one today which I shall try and make seriously into a T.V. play. The general theme is that a young man doesn’t get rich until it’s too horribly late.
 

            

               The day after he left he was not
 

               Recognisable on any calendar:
 

               His heart went on so wretched a foot
 

               Every instant cut it, crying ‘her’.
 

               Each beat’s pang dragged her absence to it.


            
 

            Oh I am ill at these numbers. [Illegible word] quote. I think of your mouth and your brown eyes. You have drawn on the back of this book a face just like you. I have no picture of you ponk except what I think of endlessly.

            
 

            I want you to receive this tomorrow so I’ll write no more. All my love to you Sylvia,
 

                                                           your Ted.  


         
 

         

            ‘I suppose you got my letter’: TH had written on 19 October reporting that his animal fables had been turned down by the BBC Children’s Department, on the grounds that they were ‘too abstract and nebulous in conception and execution’. The four he was proposing to send to the BBC at Manchester were the tales of the Owl, the Whale, the Tortoise and the Polar Bear, all eventually included in How the Whale Became.

            
 

            The competition mentioned by Peter Redgrove was for the New York Poetry Center’s First Publication Prize, which TH did enter. The judges were Marianne Moore (1887–1972), W. H. Auden (1907–73) and Stephen Spender (1909–95).
 

            TH’s prose fable ‘The Callum-Makers’ – the invented and unexplained word ‘callum’ is spelt in various ways, and one notebook version has the title ‘Stories about you bastard English’ – remains unpublished.
 

            W. S. Merwin (b.1927), US poet living in London, whose work TH came to admire, was not yet an acquaintance. 

            
 

            ‘Than’ was Nathaniel Minton, a Cambridge friend and contributor to Saint Botolph’s Review.

            
 

            The quotation with which TH challenges Plath is from Hamlet.

            


         
 

         To Sylvia Plath
 

         

            [22 October 1956]
 

            Ms  Lilly Library  
 

            

                


            
 

            First of all I think your poem’s good. I’m not sure about “green wilderness” [inserted above: this green is the wrong one I think, not – with arrows to show ‘green’, and not ‘wilderness’, was the doubted word] The shift of tone in it is masterly. I think it’s about the most accomplished poem you’ve ever written. The most well-mannered, or graceful. I’m not sure either about ‘clear-cut’ – ‘snowflake’ perfect but not ‘clear-cut’. That doesn’t irk me so much as the other, – but the distinctness gets away in these last two lines of this verse – just slightly – and I think its in ‘clear-cut’, though it may be in ‘glittering’. There’s a terrific interplay of images and movement, – it ‘comes off’ – vile phrase – perfectly. The subject – being short-story matter and descriptive – may seem to you slight, but I don’t think that’s in question. It’s just a good poem, and I bet you get it published first try. Your verse never goes ‘soft’ like other women’s.

            
 

            By the same post as your letter this morning came one from Olwyn, suggesting that I enter for the Observer Play Competition. I shall try and write a play. I have a very romantic idea for a play, which I will describe to you when I’ve got it clearer. I shall write it in verse, because that cuts out most competitors. Even the worst dramatic critics have a reverence for verse-plays for some reason. And I think I can write dramatic verse. Though whether I can sustain a play to the end without exaggeration or melodrama, I’m not at all sure. The subject will give verse scope. It’s generally the delinquent idealism of a youth, opposed by the saturnine respectable propriety and conformity of his parents, relations, and the law. He’s a youth who refuses the world, and will be high pressure. He wants to make his own separate corner, a civilisation of his own, on his own terms – but needs a wee bit capital. And anyway his parents and relations are relying on him taking up the family buisiness. He will break himself, and break them in the conflict, but in the end he will not be broken. He will get up again, though they will not. 

            
 

            I shall need to regulate my thoughts a good deal before I can carry this out.
 

            I think the main thing is to make it simple. I don’t want any static mangling maundering Tchekovian half-hour interludes. The main effects, at ideal, would be ritualistic. I saw – on Than’s T.V. yesterday – an excerpt from the Russian ballet doing Romeo & Juliet. I never saw anything like it. Effects – of pathos and beauty and sorrow – that make modern stage look mean and paltry. Problems, and haggling are nothing, unless they’re lifted out, and made more. Like Family Reunion.
 

            It will be something to write a play seriously and to the end. I would like it clean of arbitrary stage tricks – tea-pourings, cup-droppings, telephone-ringings, street effects off, – I shall imagine the whole thing to terrific music.


         
 

         

            Plath had sent a draft of ‘Spinster’, which in her Collected Poems suppresses ‘green wilderness’ in favour of a ‘rank wilderness of fern and flower’ – though ‘an intricate wilderness of green’ was allowed into her 1958 poem ‘Yadwigha, on a Red Couch, among Lilies’. In ‘Spinster’, the second criticised phrase becomes ‘Exact as a snowflake’.

            
 

            There is no record that TH ever began a play of the ‘romantic’ kind he describes here.


         
 

         To Sylvia Plath
 

         

            23 October 1956
 

            Ms  Lilly Library    
 

            

                


            
 

            My dearest Sylvia,
 

            I’ve just sent off the telegram. I didn’t ring, because the lodge would infallibly have eavesdropped – merely by holding their receiver to their ear. And what they would have heard – anyway, let any startling news be delivered to the authorities by you, deliberately, and according to your strategy, if any are to be delivered at all. Not picked out of our whisperings by their long calliper ears.
 

            I’ve been thinking about this too Sylvia. I think we shouldn’t confuse it in letters. We can say nothing to the purpose in one way letters. I’ve already written two sides, and it was all just argueing one way then the other. By Saturday we shall both have clearer minds about it. One thing: to spend our first year – which is longer than most marriages last anyway – apart, seems mad. But do nothing. Don’t ask Dr Krook anything yet. Let’s talk about it on Saturday, which is only three more days. 

            
 

            I received an envelope from Carne-Ross this morning, returning to me Bishop Farrar, Six Young Men, Egg-head, September, Two wise generals, The Hag, Roarers in a ring, Bawdry embraced, the drop of water. He suggests I do ‘Bishop Farrar” – “It seems to me” he says “that this one comes off more completely than any of the others.” These are not all I gave him. I must have a great bout of revision. I am sure it would be best to pick out about 25 poems, and publish those. Here are two or three changes I see I want to make in the water-drop.

            
 

            I will show Carne-Ross your poems, and recite to him your list of achievements – hair-raising. I’m sure he’ll do you at least as much honour as he’s done me, and publish one.
 

            London is murderous. I tried to write a poem yesterday, and the result was ghastly. Drab stodgy exhausting filth and exhausted faces and exhausted streets. The trouble with London – all its ghosts have gone. The richness of a place, is the richness of the ghost impressions that it retains. It’s an old fable and a convincing explanation, that neither ghost nor fairy will remain where there has been mechanism, petrol and oil. There’s no aura left here. Its dead in exactly the same way as a corpse is dead – its soul has been ground out of it. Imagination, sensation, can find nothing in it. And the air’s exhausted, full of fumes and stale petrol and stale oil and exhaust. And dreary hordes of people moving in complete helplessness.

            
 

            If I were to stay in England, £50 a week would not keep me in London. This has been an awful fortnight, and I can’t see that I’ve done anything in it.

            
 

            […]
 

            Hold on, darling Sylv., till Saturday. I dreamed last night that I, a little boy, was fishing and hooked an enormous fish, then I, grown, came up and landed it for the little boy. I said ‘Take a good look at it, because you’ll probably never see a bigger one.’ Then, a hundred yards away up the bank, I saw a lithe animal – like a fox only more of a ferret, – yellow red and very shark-faced. I whistled on my finger and it came rushing down, straight up to me, and began licking my face. I wish all this would mean something. Probably the fish is just the B.B.C.
 

            I think it definitely better to make a formidable body of about 25 poems.
 

            The last thing I did last night was write to you, and the first thing I’m doing this morning is write to you. So I’ll cut it short. I meant to try & write a poem this morning. Keep things controlled darling puss, darling kish and ponk and we’ll work it all out best. I’ll get a hotel for Saturday night – a better one if I can. Maybe now, while we’re needing money, we ought, I ought to make the effort to earn, which is only in England.

            
 

            One thing. If the Fulbright were to hear you are married, your money would almost surely stop, or be halved. Find out that.
 

            Above all, save every whisper until Saturday, save every little bit of you. I can hardly remember you without feeling almost sick and getting aching erections. I shall pour all this into you on Saturday and fill you and fill myself with you and kill myself on you.
 

            It seems crazy of me not to earn.
 

            I will come back with you on Sunday. If I were to stay in England and earn wouldn’t all our problems be solved? It will be time to go to Spain etc when we both go together, and are not faced with a financial steeplechase, but just with jigging on.
 

                                                          I love you
 

                                                              Your husband, Ted.


         
 

         

            After weeks of havering, during which Plath’s main worry had been that the Fulbright Commission would deprive her of her scholarship on hearing of her marriage, she and TH were moving towards a resolution: she would confess her status to both the Commission and the Newnham authorities, while TH would shelve his plans to move to Spain for a year. As it turned out, there was no objection to the marriage from either official quarter.
 

            The omitted passage concerns detailed corrections to poems of his own that TH wanted typed, followed by comments on poems of Plath’s which elude identification.


         
 

         To Lucas Myers
 

         

            16 November1956
 

            Ms  Emory  
 

            

                


            
 

            Dear Luke,
 

            To explain this address, and rumours you have probably been receiving, let me tell you that Sylvia & I were married on June 16th – same day as I got the acceptance for Bawdry Embraced. Under the impression that Newnham allowed no married students, we were going to keep this secret until next June. But she began to receive letters – from the Passport Office & such – addressed to Mrs S. Hughes, so she took the initiative – wept here, raved there, while I, in the background, got a flat here in Cambridge – inspired move as it turned out – and in conclusion here we are: Sylvia the first married undergraduate, and myself looking for a job. One of the conditions of her being allowed to continue her studies was that her husband must live in Cambridge.

            
 

            The flat is good – a downstairs floor – extremely cheap. Upstairs lives a South African scientist – chemist really – who hates the English because they will have nothing to do with his discoveries – he has overturned the whole chemic premise of modern chemistry of a certain sort and is hailed as this and that wonder in Canada, Australia & South America so he says, but in England – “Idle bastards to the least.” He takes it out of his wife between three and four in the morning.

            
 

            We sent your poems to New Yorker. The New Yorker is a closed ring to all but poems. I was sure they’d buy Fools Encountered or the ballade. ‘They’ sent them back, and now they are at Poetry Chicago and have been for some time. I’d give all you have to Tate, and let him publish them if he will. Tell him which ones are at Poetry – it shouldn’t make any difference – most magazines don’t mind where it’s been printed before (though some do) and I’ll let you know just which ones are accepted – which news you relay to Tate, all very rapidly. The main thing is to get all your poems into his hands.

            
 

            Why don’t you send something to ‘Nimbus’ – Wright liked your poems, and Nimbus is the only respectable English Magazine. Soon enough, by force of natural necessity, there will evolve an enormous dog with a bum-gut like a cement-mixer to crap directly and continuously over the offices and personnel of Encounter & London Mag.
 

            What are you doing? Your letters were many and full when they were, but now they are old.
 

            There are rumours in the likeness of sweeping plagues, and in the likeness of the racing seizing bed-fever. Of your tearing the tops off the seven hills on a 360 cc twin cylindered Grapalotti motorcycle. Also of your living in a five storied palazzio – à la byron (to see whom at his windows crowds waited all day in the streets below) – the ground floor full of spare beds for acquaintances, the first floor the kitchen of the next door restaurant, the next floor a menagerie of 39 subtly varied bawdristes, the next floor a single padded dark cell with a circular bed in the centre, and the top floor a bare room – one-spidered – with a bare chair at a bare table, on the bare table a dried-up ink bottle, beside the dried-out ink bottle a pile of foolscap, on the top sheet of the pile, at the top of the top sheet, these words written “Write for three hours at least each day at this table,” and three months dust thick on them. A dead sparrow a husk on the floor. These rumours, I might add, can be caught out of the air, even at this distance, with a meat-hook.

            
 

            I am curious to know more. Enumerate folly, appraise bawdry, give calendar dates, Rome time, and sketches wherever possible.
 

            Did you ever begin your long poem? I would like to hear about it. Is David around?
 

            I’ve now sold six poems. I got some reading on the B.B.C. Their payments amount up according to some inscrutable ratio, very profound mathematics it seems to me, whereby, for once in the world, they pay about 5 times as much in the end as they offered in the beginning.

            
 

            Harpers, did you know, are holding a poetry contest. The entry has to be sixty pages (poems) by someone who has published no book (of poems). The judges are Spender, Auden, Marianne Moore. The prize is publication in America & England. Under these conditions, I should think that book will be about the only first book of poems ever to make any money. I have written a great deal since I saw you, some of it, I think, better than I have ever written. I can manage about 50 odd pages – 30 or so poems, only a few that you’ve seen. Considering the enemy – that Trinity – I have small hopes. But all kinds of people are beginning to show an interest in a few poems I gave to Redgrove. He is very generous – he reads them everywhere, all his various poetry societies. And I’ve no doubt that mainly through him I shall soon be able to sell something in England. I wish I could get a proper theme for a long poem.
 

            Did Dan tell you of how we worked the ouija board – the glass turned upside down on a smooth table in a ring of the letters of the Alphabet. We were at Jim’s. Jim, his girl friend, Dan & I each put a finger on it – on the glass. We then asked it questions. We got someone who called himself Pan. He told Jim ‘Love fallen on rich soil.” He told Dan to “Cut out drudgery. Go to Ireland and pray.” It told me “In England do you never starve” – which is vague enough. We asked it if it knew Shakespeare. It said Yes, but not personally. We asked it to recite its favourite line and it spelled ‘Never, never, never, never, never’ – out of Lear. We then asked it to go on, but it refused. It said ‘I forget.’ We forced it a little and it wrote

            
 

            

               “Why shall I ever be perplexed so.
 

               I’d hack my arm off like a rotten branch
 

               Had it betrayed me as my memory.”


            
 

             

            It didn’t know where this came from. Nor do I. I’ve a vague memory of the last two lines. It said all manner of strange things – spelling them out, letter by letter, and quite irresistibly. We asked it to recite some of its own poetry and it recited
 

            

               “Nameless he shall be
 

               The myriad of daughters
 

               Tending his image
 

               Washing the mountainslopes with tears
 

               To slake the parched plains.”


            
 

            It said it lived in Tibet. When we asked whether it’s poetry was good or not it spelled out “Qui scit.”
 

            Another time I did it with Sylvia. We got one who swore, gave out the most incredible obscenities, and kept refusing, saying “I’m tired.” Later we got another called Jumbo, who said she was a vixen and when we asked her where she lived she said “In core of nerve” – we pressed, asking what it was like there, whether it had mountains etc, whether it was happy, and it said “I’ve world enough.” Then we asked it to predict whether certain magazines would accept poems – and it got these right. This week we’ve had it give us the result of the football Pools.
 

            The Atlantic Monthly chose the very worst of a batch I sent them, and Poetry Chicago chose the weakest again of theirs. To the Nation I sold what is just about my best I think.
 

            If you are thinking of leaving Italy next summer – having earned a year’s keep – I know of a farmhouse which you may get for a mere retaining fee. It belongs to a cousin of my mother’s and is in good shape. They won’t have ordinary lodgers, because such make demands – repair this, supply that. Yet they don’t want the place to drop apart from neglect. Tell me if you’re interested.
 

            I’ll write no more, the fire’s fumes are poisoning this room.
 

                                                            Ted


         
 

         

            ‘To explain this address’: TH and Plath had moved into a flat at 55 Eltisley Avenue, Cambridge. Myers was now in Rome. While he was abroad, Plath had offered to type his poems and send them to magazines. TH and Myers were in the habit of setting each other poetic assignments, and Myers’s ‘Fools Encountered’, which had appeared in Saint Botolph’s Review, was the stanzaic and metrical model for TH’s own ‘Bawdry Embraced’. ‘David’ was David Ross, editor of that magazine.

            
 

            Daniel Huws records that the ouija session took place at the flat of his erstwhile Rugby Street lodger, Jim Downer, in Great Portland Street, London w1 (see footnote of letter to Daniel Huws, 15 May 1959). The three lines of ‘quotation’ offered by Pan after cajoling seem to have been original to him, as indeed was the sample of his ‘own poetry’. Jumbo’s enigmatic answer, ‘in core of nerve’, is hard to read in TH’s hand, but is confirmed by his account of the same incident in a letter to his parents, where ‘Core of Nerve’ is given capital letters. The phrase occurs, too, in Plath’s ‘Dialogue over a Ouija Board’.

            
 

            Of the poems offered to US magazines, ‘Bawdry Embraced’ had been taken by Poetry (Chicago); ‘The Hawk in the Storm’ (which would later be revised as ‘The Hawk in the Rain’), by Atlantic Monthly; and ‘Wind’, by the Nation.

            


         
 

         To Aurelia and Warren Plath
 

         

            [December 1956]
 

            Ms  Lilly Library  
 

            

                


            
 

            Dear Sylvia’s Mother & Warren,
 

            I don’t think it’s possible to add any news to any letter by Sylvia, but I do add my best wishes for a Good Xmas and a happy New Year. Our few seconds over the phone was too tantalising – but its not what news is exchanged that makes such a phone-call important or worth-while. It had a wonderful effect on Sylvia, and it’s certainly the best present the Aldrichs could have thought of.
 

            After my first three weeks at school I hardly know what to do with all this free holiday time. I tell myself I’m just resting. I never thought teaching could be so hard – you were right when you said it’s often not much more than playing the warder to a gaol-full. But sometimes, I think, I succeed in getting through to them, then they sit up.
 

            They’re working-class children, which means that as they grow up they take over mental habits, – the mental habits of the working class, – which are in fact a stupidity. At eleven years they are quick, bright, interested, full of possibilities and promise: at fourteen they are copying their elders – their brightness has disappeared – they are dull, cloddish, stupid as brutes. Literally. ‘Who was Hitler?” I ask. “A leader of the French Resistance in the Boer War” they say, – after my forcing their memories –

            
 

            Or “Three threes, quick?” I ask.
 

            “Nine, sir.”
 

            “Are they nine? Are you sure they’re nine?” I ask.
 

            “er – eight, sir. No, sir, five, sir.”
 

            Then from all over the class – ‘Twelve, sir’, ‘Sir, sir’ ‘Fifteen sir’ – hands fly up to correct the poor idiot who thought 3 × 3 were nine. This illustrates the complete distrust they have of their own mental processes. They all know it’s nine, but none of them will believe it. When I ask the very young ones – 3 × 3? they say “Nine, sir” – and nothing I say can make them think it might be otherwise. It’s disheartening to realise that the difficulty of teaching them something comes of not innate stupidity on their part, but a stupidity gradually adopted from the general outlook of the class to which they belong. But what an experience! Life purely as a writer would be suicidally narrow – purely as a musician, or as a painter, perhaps not – but a writer lives on relationships to people, & observation, as no other kind of artist does. Even so, his life as an observer and as a person involved in relationships will crush him as a writer unless he keeps up a full-time writing life as well – two lifes at once in fact. Difficult.

            
 

            I am applying pressure to get Sylvia started on her novel. She is reading a novel about Cambridge which is having very fair success in sales & reviews – and that will set her off. There’s not the slightest question – hers would be infinitely better. If only she’d get into it.

            
 

            Our home is fine. And each day, when I get home, Sylvia has a speciality ready out of her cook-book.
 

            We keep receiving little items from you – two steak-knives arrived just after the butcher had delivered a massy piece of steak. Then some delicious cookies. The only negative in the general sum of our good fortune at present is the Cambridge-winter – it’s like living at the bottom of a stagnant swamp. We stoke our fire and put our feet up.

            
 

            Have a good Xmas, & pass our Best Wishes onto Betty and Dwayne.
 

                                                          With love
 

                                                                 Ted.


         
 

         

             


         
 

         Don’t believe those crook’s gallery photographs.
 

         

            ‘Arrived Dec 24, 1956’ is in Aurelia Plath’s hand at the head of the first sheet.
 

            TH had begun teaching at the Coleridge Secondary Modern School in Cambridge in November.
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