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For my friend and mentor Eric Korn and his wife Olga.


The title comes from the New Testament: Matthew 13: 45–46


Again, the kingdom of heaven is like unto a merchant man, seeking goodly pearls:


Who, when he had found one pearl of great price, went and sold all that he had, and bought it.


R. S. Thomas would later use the same phrase in his poem ‘The Bright Field’ published in Laboratories of the Spirit (1975)


I have seen the sun break through


to illuminate a small field


for a while, and gone my way


and forgotten it. But that was the


pearl of great price, the one field that had


treasure in it.















Introduction: Dylan and Pearl


On a warm, New York spring May day in 1950 a short (he would describe himself as being ‘about medium height, above medium height for Wales, I mean...five foot six and a half’), and portly-ish, thirty-five year old Welsh poet and writer, Dylan Thomas, pushed through the plush revolving doors of the opulent head office of Harper’s Bazaar – the prestigious American fashion monthly, at 572 Madison Avenue, in the heart of bustling downtown Manhattan. He had an appointment with one of the magazine’s literary editors probably set up with help from his friend and American agent John Malcolm Brinnin who described himself as Dylan’s ‘reluctant guardian angel, brother’s keeper, nursemaid, amanuensis or bar companion.’ It was the poet’s first visit to America. He had not been in New York long and he was at the very start of what Brinnin described as ‘the rollicking and tragic turmoil of the final four years of his life’.


He was in America to give a series of high-profile readings and lectures to raise some much needed income. He was always short of money, and providing for himself and his wife and three children was a constant struggle. He had never had a regular, paid job, but lived hand to mouth by his pen; selling poems to small magazines; collecting royalties from his books of poems and short stories; picking up commissions for radio scripts and readings on the BBC, hacking out film scripts and relying on the support of a small but loyal and caring group of patrons.


The reason he was visiting Harper’s Bazaar was to try and sell a piece of work to them for a little extra cash (or for as much as he could squeeze out of this upmarket publication). So he was, if not exactly dressed to kill, definitely looking better than his usual sartorial style, which he himself described as resembling ‘an unmade bed’. He shuffled somewhat sheepishly up to the imposing reception desk and asked for Miss Kazin. He was directed to the third floor via the elevator. He proceeded, across the lobby, but only after engaging in some convoluted wordplay with the sassy young secretary over the subtle differences between the English and American languages – ‘Oh I just need a lift, I am quite elevated enough,’ he boomed in his distinctive Welsh-tinged Queens English.


The plaque outside the door read ‘Pearl Kazin: Junior Literary Editor’. Dylan knocked, and was bade to enter by a warm voice that belonged to a highly educated (at Radcliffe, the leading female college of Harvard University), well-dressed and attractive young American. Pearl Kazin was a twenty-seven year old Jewish woman, the sister of the literary critic Alfred Kazin.1


Pearl had spent a few years teaching English, but was starting to make her own mark on literary New York.


They shook hands across her tidy, but book-laden desk. Pearl offered him coffee with the usual ‘How do you take it?’, to which Dylan winked and smirked cheekily as he replied that what he would most like to take it with was ‘a dash of Old Grand-Dad’, his new-found favourite bourbon whiskey. After a quick phone call, coffee was brought in and they began exchanging polite but nervous literary small talk, mentioning writers they either both knew or mutually respected. They talked of poets; Theodore Roethke, e e cummings and Marianne Moore, and of the novelist William Faulkner, all of whom Dylan was shortly to meet. But Dylan was there to sell and raise some much needed money, so he carefully steered the conversation towards business. He was taking a chance on offering the magazine a prose piece that had already served him well, but Harper’s were not to know that. Five years earlier he had written and broadcast Memories of Christmas for the BBC. A couple of years later he recast the piece as Conversation about Christmas and resold it to Picture Post, who published it in their 1947 Christmas edition. He was now trying to sell it yet again. Dylan pulled out a scruffy copy of the manuscript and began to read;


One Christmas was so much like another, in those years around the seatown corner, out of all sound except the distant speaking of the voices I sometimes hear a moment before sleep…


He paused when he could see that Pearl was transfixed, hypnotised by his words and wallowing in memories of her own childhood holidays. There followed some awkward but polite and gentle negotiating on both sides, before Pearl put a call upstairs to her boss, Mary Louis Aswell,2 who trusted and supported her protégé’s judgement, and Pearl eventually bought the story from a happy and relieved Welsh poet for $300.3


Dylan then began mumbling and with some embarrassment, asked if there was any chance of the fee in cash, and if payment could be made on the spot. Pearl obliged and after a quick call to accounts the bills arrived as swift as the coffee.


Pearl was already taken by the boyish, innocent charm of this somewhat older, but charming elfin poet from Wales. He for his part was smitten by her too, so business done, he began to flirt, but not in his usual somewhat course and direct manner, he already felt that Pearl would not be impressed with that approach.


Pearl asked Dylan if he still spoke his native tongue and, instead of his usual off-hand dismissal of the first language of both his parents, he spoke of his loss of Welsh as a great disappointment, to which she admitted that her first language was Yiddish, but that in her case she was proud to still be fluent in an elegant, literary Yiddish. Their conversation moved towards politics and Dylan probed as to where she aligned herself and he was surprised and pleased when she admitted that she had belonged to the Young Communist League while in high school so he told her about his old Swansea pal and political mentor Bert Trick, ‘the communist grocer’. He explained his own youthful flirtations with the far left but admitted that he was never a communist with a capital C. She was impressed. However when he regaled her with a rather exaggerated account of his involvement in an anti-fascist rally against Oswald Moseley and his Black-Shirts back in pre-war Swansea, Dylan, who never shied from hyperbole laid it on thick and presented himself as a brave and fearless partisan. The air of intimacy between them was enhanced by Pearl’s hushed, conspiratorial, almost whispering tone of speech, for this was the beginning of the era of McCarthyism4 in America and the hallowed offices of Harper’s Bazaar were no place for discussions involving Jewish nationalism, Yiddish and communism.


Pearl then began to admit with some embarrassment of her own that while at college she had taken elocution lessons to eradicate her Brooklyn twang only for Dylan to confess that he too had been sent to elocution as a child to soften his Swansea Welsh accent. And it transpired that they had yet more in common; they had both left education for journalism. Dylan amused her by regaling her with tales of his time as ‘Ace newshound two typewriter Thomas’ during his notorious days on the South Wales Evening Post, stories that he had drawn upon for some of his finest short stories in Portrait of the Artist as a Young Dog.


When Pearl explained to him that one of the reasons she had left academia for journalism was in order to be able to move back to her native New York, which she missed so much, it prompted Dylan to explain his own deep love of Swansea and Wales and to elaborate at length on the romantic Welsh notion of ‘Hiraeth’. Pearl was both fascinated and entranced.


There conversation moved seamlessly and endlessly but Dylan realised he had perhaps stayed too long and got up to leave, offering his pudgy hand across her desk, he thanked Pearl for her time and efforts on his behalf and then he nervously suggested that they might meet up for a drink at the San Remo – a new bar Dylan had discovered in Greenwich Village that was both a change from, and also a bit more salubrious than his regular haunt, The White Horse Tavern. To his surprise she accepted. Thanking her again and bowing graciously he backed out of her office and surprised himself by unconsciously foregoing the elevator and descending via the echoing stairwell whistling ‘Men of Harlech’ as he went. He spun through the revolving doors and out into the bright Spring sunshine and ambled along Madison Avenue with a new spring in his step, very pleased with his morning’s success on many levels.


Some of the above is true, but only the bare facts; Pearl was a literary editor at Harper’s Bazaar, and Dylan Thomas did visit her; she did take his Christmas story, and it was published in the December 1950 issue of Harper’s Bazaar. The rest is a fiction I have constructed because neither party wrote an account of this first meeting and there were no other witnesses. But an intense and passionate relationship did begin on that day and we know this because one side of their correspondence has survived. Six ‘love letters’ sent from Dylan to Pearl. These, together with a couple of snapshots of them looking happy together in London and a book of poetry by Yeats bearing a warm inscription from Dylan to Pearl, provide us with evidence enough. We know she sent him letters; Dylan makes many references to them in his letters, but they have not survived.


Until these letters came to light Pearl had remained something of a ghost. Indeed Pearl was at first hidden behind the name ‘Sarah’, and even though this would become Pearl in later biographies, her full name was not used in any Dylan Thomas books until 2000 when Paul Ferris uses it in his new edition of the Collected Letters. In his introduction he also notes that,


[Dylan’s] correspondence with mistresses is thin – although a group of letters to an American lover has come on the market in a furtive sort of way, with a condition attached that they must not be published.


This is a reference to the letters published here.





We can however glean something of Pearl’s side of the story from John Malcolm Brinnin’s Dylan Thomas in America, a book which caused quite a stir when it was published in 1955 in America (1956 in Britain), just a few years after Dylan’s death in New York in 1953. It became quite a cause célèbre, especially in the UK. It was one of the first of a new style of biographical writing; no-holds-barred, kiss-an’-tell, full disclosure, which nowadays is the norm. But in the fifties the book caused a sensation. Vernon Watkins was so distressed by the book that he refused to allow J. M. Dent, the British publishers of the book, to publish his correspondence with Dylan (eventually a compromise was reached which saw that book would have two publishers’ names on the title page with Vernon’s Faber & Faber first). Caitlin Thomas wrote a disclaimer that all copies of the book carried,5 Edith Sitwell wrote a fierce review of the book in the Sunday Times and the columns of the Times Literary Supplement carried a feisty correspondence for a few weeks in the aftermath.


Brinnin, in an act of loyalty to his friend, refers to Pearl as ‘Sarah’ and includes her among two other unidentified New York ‘lady-friends’ of Dylan’s, however she does not make it into the index (which only appears in the US edition). From the first mention ‘Sarah’ is marked out as special. Brinnin writes that her main rival ‘Doris’, ‘was frankly a passing fancy’, and he goes on to state


but with Sarah he fell in love, with consequences that were to disturb him profoundly for more than a year.


Pearl was something of a friend of Brinnin in that they inhabited the same New York literary and social milieu, but he was not in any way acting as a ‘gondolier’ in their meeting. He writes of her, in comparison with other of Dylan’s women-friends,


Sarah was vastly different in manner, substance and background. She held an important job in publishing to which she brought an extraordinary sense of intelligence, an executive sense of responsibility, and that air of professional sophistication governed by the Madison Avenue fashion journals. She had been highly educated, had taught for several years at one of the leading woman’s colleges, and was knowledgeably devoted to Dylan’s work from the time of its earliest publication.


He sums up this testimonial with a somewhat oblique but telling observation,


These qualities, combined with her dark handsomeness and social poise, made her precisely the sort of woman from whom one would expect Dylan only to flee.


And he ends by admitting,


How deep he felt about her I did not then know, since neither he nor Sarah confided in me except to let me know that they were lovers.


Brinnin’s book offers no further details about Dylan and Pearl, until he is describing Dylan’s departure aboard the liner the Queen Elizabeth, at the end of his momentous first reading tour, and the hectic and lively farewell party that lasted right up until the gangplank was raised and Dylan’s non-travelling friends had to scamper ashore. Brinnin’s account ends with a sad and moving description of Pearl,


When the abysmal whistle blew and the gangplank was hauled up, I stood alone in a dim corner of Pier 90, feeling not only parting sadness but a suddenly overwhelming wave of desolation. As the ship began to move away, I noticed Sarah standing quite by herself far away from me, quietly weeping. When she ran toward me, we embraced in an absurd and wordless flood of tears as the Queen Elizabeth backed into the wash of her propellers and began to slide out to sea.


Pearl occurs again in Brinnin’s book when he is writing of his visit to London in August 1950,


I went to Europe in late August... Dylan would be waiting for me when the boat-train pulled into Paddington station. My first sight of him showed me a new man: his clothes were new and well-matched, his shoes glinted with a high shine, [and] his face was serene and ruddy.


He later realises that this new scrubbed-up Dylan is especially for Pearl, who is on her way to London,


Sarah was now at sea on her way to England having cabled Dylan to say that she would arrive in London on September 4th.


However, once she arrives, Brinnin is discretion personified. After the couple fail to show up for dinner with Brinnin and the critic Harry T. Moore at Wheeler’s in Soho, Brinnin dines with the critic alone but when he returns to his hotel he finds,


…a telephone note from Dylan asking me to join him and Sarah at the Café Royal. I hurried to Piccadilly and found them in a gilt and plush bar. Dylan seemed happy to see Sarah again, treated her with the same welcoming committee eagerness to please with which he had greeted me, but he was obviously most interested in being alone with her. I left after one drink.


He is with them again the next day during which the only surviving pictures of Dylan and Pearl were taken.


According to Brinnin,


Next afternoon we met, all three at the Salisbury6 drank gin and lime and strolled through crowded streets toward the Embankment. There, on Dylan’s suggestion, we took a river bus down the Thames to a point beyond Greenwich. It was a grey day on the busy river and Sarah and I enjoyed being tourists and asking Dylan to identify all the domes and towers we saw. There was a little bar on the riverboat; we took our drinks out on deck as we chugged among outgoing tramp steamers, coal-laden barges and puffing tugboats. We took snapshots… It was a fine festive little excursion, but in spite of outbursts of his high explosive laughter, Dylan was for most of the time gloomy and troubled. At one point, when Sarah had gone to fetch us drinks from the bar, he turned to me:


‘John, what am I going to do?’


His face suddenly sober, showed bewilderment and his eyes were set on something far away.


‘About what?’


‘I’m in love with Sarah, and I am in love with my wife. I don’t know what to do.’


Brinnin’s response is both honest and perceptive;


It was a question no one could have answered save himself and I did not attempt to. But this was a new confidence, and my first experience of seeing Dylan wrestling with a problem rather than seeking out a means to circumvent it.


Brinnin; at this point, concludes;


Like the illicit lovers of a thousand English novels, they were going off to Brighton for a day or two; I was flying to Paris in the morning…


In a subsequent chapter Brinnin tells his version of the ‘end of the affair’. He hears nothing directly from Dylan for seven months but gets ‘the only news of him from “Sarah”.’ He learns from her that after Brighton she had gone to France, but suddenly Dylan was not responding to her letters and messages ‘sent to Dylan at the Savage club where he usually received all his London mail.’ She returned to London in October where she had expected to meet up with Dylan again but this was not to be. Brinnin sums the situation up,


She stayed in London for some weeks, learned that Dylan was ill and could not be seen and, finally, in the continued absence of any word from him at all, left for Greece feeling betrayed and unwanted. When she wrote to me expressing incomprehension at Dylan’s neglect of her, I wrote to say that I was convinced there had been some large misunderstanding. I was sure that Dylan could not intentionally be unkind, especially toward her, and I asked her to stave off disillusion until the facts could be known. To remind her of the day on which Dylan declared to me his her love for her, I enclosed some of the snapshots.


He then quotes at length from a letter Pearl sent him the following January in which she gives him her account of what had happened;


Your letter gave me as much delight as anything that’s happened to me recently... And the pictures, which in my happy timeless suspension, here seem to have been taken centuries ago, are wonderful to have, and help eradicate the woes of my second London [trip] quite entirely... I wrote you a whining little note last week...that crossed your fine envelope packed with the best, and I spoke in that of a letter from Dylan. And the explanation did lie, as he discovered only when he got my letters from here, and as I suspected all the time, in the fine Italian hand of the grey lady, —. I won’t attempt to tell it all here, and there’s no need, but Dylan was ill...all the time I was in London and she collected his mail for him at the Savage every morning. What she did with them neither of us will probably know, but he saw none of my messages or letters, nothing. She came to see me off at the air station when I finally did give up and go back to France, laden with her flowers and dulcet doom, even now she sends me poisonously cheerful letters about how lucky I am to be out of England. But that’s the end of it now, with all its soap-opera bubbles broken, finally.


Brinnin adds his own comments,


This last sentence was Sarah’s epitaph for a romance which, as time would tell, had irrevocably foundered, partly through plotted intervention, partly through Dylan’s inability to deal maturely with his feelings or to recognise their consequences.


Brinnin then quotes from a later letter from Dylan in which he seems well over the affair, although there is an element of false bravado in his hyperbolic self loathing,


I remember the Thames and old Sarah – whom I saw something of later but who, I imagine, left London, as I imagined you had done, rasping to herself:


‘No more of that beer cheapened hoddy-noddy, snoring, paunched, his corn, sick, his fibs, I’m off to Greece where you know where you are; oh, his sodden bounce, his mis-theatrical-demeanor, the boastful tuppence.’


I haven’t heard from her since she went away...


However, despite this, towards the end of the letter, he asks Brinnin to pass on ‘his love’ to a list of New York friends, and the first on the list is ‘Pearl’.
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And now these six letters, first published here, give a glimpse of Dylan’s side of the story. Those interested can find more details and background in the subsequent biographies; the ‘official’ 1965 biography by Constantine Fitzgibbon was followed just over a decade later by the work of the pre-eminent Dylan Thomas aficionado Paul Ferris, who grew up and was schooled in the same Swansea places as Dylan. He produced his first intensively researched biography in 1977 and revised and enlarged it in 1999. He also wrote a biography of Caitlin at her behest in 1993, and edited the monumental Dylan Thomas: The Collected Letters in 1985, which he also revised and enlarged in 2000. Finally Andrew Lycett found sufficient new and pertinent materials to produce another hefty volume Dylan Thomas – A New Life in 2003 to mark the fiftieth anniversary of the poet’s death in New York.
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