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            FOREWORD

         

         This second volume of letters continues my mother’s documentation of her life and captures a flavour of her many friendships and relationships – including her relationship with my father through fourteen letters to her psychiatrist, Dr Ruth Beuscher, letters that I never thought would be included in this book. It is these letters I want to write about.

         Until the end of 2016 I didn’t know these letters existed, so their inclusion wasn’t in question. And when I did find out about them, it transpired that, in my foreseeable future, their content might not be made available to me. It seemed it could be years – if ever – before I knew what revelations they might contain.

         There was something deeply saddening about this; I felt excluded from my own mother’s personal feelings, feelings that other people – strangers – had already pored over. And the lack of any information about the content of those letters persuaded me to fear the worst; I imagined the terrors and anguish my mother could well have expressed in those letters in a bloody sort of way – heightened emotions and tortured thoughts all spilling out to a woman who was, to all intents and purposes, supposed to be a locked box, a professional confidante, and the trusted recipient of my mother’s self-exposure at a time in her life when her world as she knew it was disintegrating. In truth, neither I nor anyone else should ever have known those letters between a patient and her psychiatrist existed. Perhaps to preserve the doctor–patient dynamic, my mother always addressed Ruth Beuscher as Dr Beuscher, but had my mother’s suicide and subsequent fame somehow made patient confidentiality irrelevant?

         Then, to my dismay, some of the contents of those letters were part-exposed on the international stage of the internet when they were put up for sale by a book dealer in the USA in March 2017. The dealer was acting for a client who’d had the letters in their possession for several years. The client had once worked on an unrealised biography of my mother in the 1970s and had communicated with Dr Beuscher. Beuscher had allowed the biographer to see, read and touch those letters as I could not – I imagine to better access the reality of my mother at her most vulnerable.

         In preparing to sell the letters, the dealer pasted photographs of them on his website and large parts were clearly legible, irrespective of the law of copyright, and with no regard to the sensitive nature of the content – least of all the fact that the letters were between a client and her psychiatrist.

         And so began a sort of rollercoaster hell; newspaper articles appeared about the letters, and quotes were bandied about, but only the most contentious, heart-rending quotes would do. One newspaper emailed me questions out of the blue – questions I couldn’t possibly answer – based on the quotes below, which I’d never seen until then:

         
            22 September 1962: ‘Ted beat me up physically a couple of days before my miscarriage: the baby I lost was due to be born on his birthday.’

            9 October 1962: Plath wrote that Hughes ‘seems to want to kill me’.

            21 October 1962: Plath claimed that Hughes ‘told me openly he wished me dead’.

            4 February 1963: ‘What appals me is the return of my madness, my paralysis, my fear.’

         

         In my mind, the letters were written by my distraught mother in the throes of real emotional pain; her side of the argument was the only side, and that was the side that everyone was sure to take. There would be no balancing argument; the quote that rendered my father a wife-beater had already been seized upon. He might be no angel, but where was the perspective? What else was said? Having no idea what was in those letters, other people were now writing my worst fears into them. Loving both my parents I was – I am – acutely aware of their humanity and fallibility, but these elements could be easily disregarded by others who had their own ideas and wanted to shape their own arguments.

         The posting on the book dealer’s website was suddenly taken down, whether for copyright reasons or not I didn’t know, and, although I was grateful for the respite, much had escaped that caused me grief, albeit not enough to make sense of, so I dreaded the rest.

         The months passed and Smith College, my mother’s college, eventually came into possession of the letters. They contacted me to discuss how students and academics might access them – at this point, publication was as far from my mind as Saturn. Conscious that the material was supposed to have been confidential in the first place, I asked to read them before we discussed this, and was sent scans: at last, my fears were going to be addressed.

         It was a Sunday morning when I took the letters to bed to work my way through them – it seemed a more comforting environment; at this point, before transcription, I was struggling to read enlargements of the scans, having darkened the type on the photocopier in an attempt to make the words more legible – the letters were faded and worn with age.

         I simply wept over the contents.

         Those fourteen letters were snapshots of my parents’ passionate relationship and subsequent marriage; the finding of a city home, the birth of children, their move to the country and the adoption of what would be an unsustainable idyll, followed by my mother’s suspicion of my father’s affair, the confirmation of that suspicion, her decision to separate, the strengthening of that resolution, the apparent realisation that they had been living in what I think of as a hermetically sealed bubble in which they ran out of oxygen, then the decision (following Ruth Beuscher’s written advice) that divorce was the best option, and finally, the letter I feared most, the letter in which my mother’s madness returns just before she kills herself.

         My journey began with the first of the letters, dated 18 February 1960, almost exactly three years before my mother died. In it, she describes how she and my father found their new home, the tiny flat at 3 Chalcot Square, Primrose Hill, in London. She was pregnant with me, had just received an acceptance from Heinemann for her first book of poems, The Colossus, and was overjoyed to be in London: ‘I can’t think of anywhere else in the world I’d rather live …’

         This letter, I thought with some relief, was wonderfully positive and full of hope. It was followed by one written on 2 April, announcing my home birth the day before in the kind of detail no child really wants to know from a parent; my mother had written about everything from the Indian midwife on a bicycle, to the length of her contractions, the details of dilation, and my appearance upon arrival. The publication of my father’s book Lupercal, and my mother’s book The Colossus, were also almost upon them – additional births.

         The picture of my parents in my mind solidified; it was mutually supportive and intensely close, they were working together for common goals and I could see the hulk of my father writing away in the ‘windowless hall’, my mother holding me as she slipped him cups of tea. I’ve visited the flat in Chalcot Square only once, when an English Heritage Blue Plaque was put on it in 2000 and my late brother, Nicholas, and I unveiled it together: it is so tiny that when I stepped into the hallway it was one pace past the bathroom, two paces into the kitchen, turn right and one pace into the tiny living room, one pace across the living room, turn right and one pace into the bedroom, which was so small it wasn’t possible to swing a gerbil. I changed my clothes for the unveiling in the bedroom I was born in.

         In the third letter, dated 7 November 1960, describing scenes of domesticity and industry, my mother explained how they were together so much that it was good they now had to explore London separately, my father being ‘an angel about my excursions, feeds Frieda lunch and so on’. So far, so good, I thought, dreading the impending dissolution of my family as I continued to read …

         The fourth letter was misdated as 4 January 1960, when it should read ‘4 January 1961’: I am still a baby. It concerns ‘an old and ugly problem … namely Ted’s sister’. In this long letter my mother describes my Aunt Olwyn’s behaviour towards her over Christmas in 1960 – behaviour that can only be described as abusive. She writes: ‘my presence is intolerable to her’ and correctly surmises that Olwyn disliked all the ‘other’ women in my father’s life, being irrationally possessive of him. So I had not been the only recipient of my aunt’s excoriating remarks and furious verbal attacks over the years; my mother had suffered them too. It was strangely comforting reading my own experiences through my mother’s words; her description of my aunt was disturbingly familiar to me.

         In the fifth letter dated 27 March 1962 she writes about the discovery of the house in which my brother was born on 17 January earlier that year, and where he and I were (mainly) to live until we finally left home – Court Green in North Tawton, Devon. The rooms were ‘huge’ my mother wrote, then going on to describe my brother’s character: while I was ‘lively, hectic, & a comic’ he was ‘dark, quiet, smily’, and there was a ‘very nice ruddy Devon woman in 3 mornings a week … to do all the work I hate—ironing, floor-scrubbing’. Life was full of promise, it seemed, and all my parents had to do was survive what some would find a stifling proximity as they both lived and worked at home, now with two babies.

         In this letter there is also the mention of her miscarriage: ‘I had lost the baby that was supposed to be born on Ted’s birthday this summer at 4 months, which would have been more traumatic than it was if I hadn’t had Frieda to console and reassure me. No apparent reason to miscarry, but I had my appendix out 3 weeks after, so tend to relate the two.’ I was hugely relieved; there was no mention of ill-treatment by my father as quoted in the newspapers, only an appendectomy … surely my mother would have mentioned something to Beuscher at this point if my father had been abusive?

         But by the sixth letter, dated 11 July 1962, the cracks were beginning to show; my mother had noticed a change in my father’s behaviour, as if he had found a new lease of life sparked by people and situations she did not know about and could only guess at: the woman who took over the lease on Chalcot Square kept phoning my father ‘seeming almost speechless when she got me’. Now there was anguish, paranoia and suspicion. My mother frantically analysed the permutations of my father’s apparent new interest, fearing that, if he left her, she would not find another like him. Her own mother was staying for six weeks, and my father was away in London; how would she keep up the appearance that all was well? She was, however, certain that she didn’t want a divorce: she would like to ‘kill this bloody girl to whom my misery is just sauce’.

         By the seventh letter, dated 20 July 1962 my mother is begging Beuscher to charge her some money: she is, after all, a client writing to her therapist. She is also, it seems, feeling more open-minded and less reactionary: ‘I remember you almost made me hysterical when you asked me, or suggested, that Ted might want to go off on his own … How could a true-love ever want to leave his truly-beloved for one second? We would experience Everything together.’ It is hard to imagine that anyone looking into my parents’ relationship from the outside wouldn’t think it so claustrophobic that something must give, if they didn’t each develop a life outside the marriage.

         She admits: ‘I think obviously both of us must have been pretty weird to live as we have done for so long.’ Her feelings towards her father, Otto Plath, she confessed, would further complicate their relationship – as, she surmised, would my father’s feelings for his mother and sister. She called my father’s love-interest, Assia Wevill, ‘this Weavy Asshole’; flashes of defiance and imaginings of what might be going on in Wevill’s head fill the pages. My father was drifting away, he no longer did ‘any man’s work about the place’. My mother wrote too, about sex; in a plain, matter-of-fact kind of way I was given a brief history of her sexual education. She sounded stronger too: ‘I don’t think I’m a suicidal type any more …’ I could only wish that had been the truth.

         In her eighth letter, written on 30 July 1962, my mother’s possessiveness over my father drove her to write: ‘What can I do to stop him seeing me as a puritanical warden?’. She compared him to the hawk in his favourite poem that kills where it pleases and wrote: ‘I realise now he considered I might kill myself over this … and what he did was worth it to him.’ I consoled myself that these were her words in elaboration of some other truth, not his, because as we work ourselves out through adversity we conjecture and suppose and imagine and can drive ourselves into the floorboards like a nail in this way. She added: ‘And he does genuinely love us. He says now he dimly thought this would either kill me or make me, and I think it might make me. And him too.’ Being broken apart, it seemed, might create as much energy and art-flow as getting together had – after all, it was all born of their heightened emotional states.

         By letter nine, dated 4 September 1962, and suffering what seems to be never-ending influenza, my mother was more resolute about a separation; she was impatient, angry at her illness, and determined to forge ahead despite my father’s prospective absence from her life.

         Her dependence on advice from Dr Beuscher is emphasised in the tenth letter, dated 22 September 1962: ‘I am really asking your help as a woman, the wisest woman emotionally and intellectually, that I know.’ A childhood memory is the basis of my belief that my mother asked my father to leave, but in her letter to Beuscher she wrote: ‘Ted “got courage” and left me.’

         Undoubtedly, my father would have made it easy for my mother to ask him to leave, through his behaviour, his affair, and his deceit. Then here was my mother, writing how for weeks she had been on a liquid diet, apparently highly strung, volatile, paranoid and accusatory; was it a result of the disintegrating marriage? A sick person can rule through their sickness as, in one letter, my mother believed my father imagined she was doing. They were two people negotiating the difficulties of what had become a stifling partnership in which feelings of ownership appeared to be a contributory factor, certainly on my mother’s side. My father may have reacted to a perceived lack of freedom and had his affair, but culpability lay with both of them. There was nothing new or groundbreaking in this; it was simply a case of two people having lived so closely that they imploded, tearing one another apart in the emotionally messy way that thousands of other couples do.

         But these were my parents, which made their situation all the more harrowing for me. They were also writers, who focused and directed their experiences through words; individuals whose emotions were the driving force behind their creativity. If feeling nothing produced nothing, then they felt everything.

         As a result, in reading my mother’s letters I felt to be taking part in a breath-taking – albeit one-sided – race through the evolution and collapse of a powerful love affair. It seemed to me that the spark of my parents’ first meeting ignited a fire, which then burned so brightly in the microcosmic universe they constructed for themselves that they ran out of oxygen. Suddenly, the outside world with all its temptations and the influences of others could not be held at bay, because these two people were no longer on the same side, supporting and loving each other. My mother now found my father ‘ugly’, his apparent preoccupation with Assia Wevill tearing at her like a hungry dog.

         It was in this letter that my mother again wrote about her miscarriage – the miscarriage of the baby that was to have been born on my father’s birthday as already mentioned in her 27 March 1962 letter, in which she linked the miscarriage to her subsequent appendectomy. Only this time she wrote: ‘Ted beat me up physically a couple of days before my miscarriage: the baby I lost was due to be born on his birthday.’ This was the phrase that newspapers had seized upon in 2017, when several of the letters were, for a short time, visible on the internet. It was intensely painful to read this; in all my life with my father I had never seen this side of him.

         What, I asked myself, would qualify as a physical beating? A push? A shove? A swipe? This assault had not warranted a mention in that earlier letter when my mother had written there was ‘No apparent reason to miscarry.’ But of course, now that the relationship was disintegrating, what woman would want to paint her exiting husband in anything other than the darkest colours? I almost laughed when I read what came next; it confirmed that context is not only important, it is vital, and it confirmed in my mind that my father was not the wife-beater that some would wish to imagine he was. My mother had written:

         
            I thought this an aberration, & felt I had given him some cause, I had torn up some of his papers in half, so they could be taped together, not lost, in a fury that he made me a couple of hours late to work at one of the several jobs I’ve had to eke out our income when things got tight—

         

         I’d hazard a guess that the stickability of the two halves of my father’s papers would not have been uppermost in my mother’s mind as she tore into them. In 1962 manuscripts could not be photocopied or scanned or reprinted from a conveniently backed-up hard-drive – there was no facility for that. If work was torn up, it was torn up, and all the sticky tape in the world would not save the writer from having to retype the whole thing – pages and pages …

         To my mind, it seemed an excessive punishment for my father’s crime, although I imagine my father’s infidelity would surely have been tied to it. My mother had hit out at the thing they both knew was most precious – typescripts of their own work.

         Money, my mother wrote, was also a problem, adding, however, that although my father wanted to live his own life he would ‘send us 2/3 of what he earns’.

         In the eleventh letter, dated 29 September 1962, my mother writes that she thinks she is dying; she hadn’t seen my father for two weeks and had found the love-poems my father had written about Assia. Worse still, she found herself describing them as ‘… fine poems. Absolute impassioned love poems …’ Even in the face of betrayal, the writer in her could not ignore the veracity of the work. She was lost in the face of the evidence that my father loved elsewhere. And she was frantic about money: although previously writing that my father wanted to give her the majority of his earnings she had discovered that, legally, she was entitled to only one-third. The detail she goes into describes the spiral of her mindset as it coils in upon itself.

         On 26 September 1962 Ruth Beuscher had written advising divorce, if my mother truly disliked my father as she professed, but also, in a previous letter (see appropriate footnotes with the letters), had advised my mother: ‘Do not imagine that your whole being hangs on this one man …’ Nevertheless, my mother appeared to have done so, and was feeding her thoughts of my father and his wanton new love, giving strength to the most torturous imagery.

         In her twelfth letter, dated 9 October 1962, my mother wrote of situations resolving; my father was moving out: ‘he seems to want to kill me, as he kills all he does not want.’ But this was metaphorical, not actual. He was giving her the house and the car and £1,000 a year, but this was not enough; she wanted more. She painted one scenario after another, and in all of them she was the martyr – but I don’t know if there is a woman alive who, in the same situation, wouldn’t feel that way.

         She wondered if once the ‘kicking, killing passion is past, & he is free’ he may not be ‘such a bastard’. She admitted: ‘Our marriage had to go, okay.’ But she was also talking of future plans, and how and where she wanted to live – in London, with the Devon house as a holiday home. She wrote how she is ‘in my good minutes, excited about my new life’.

         By the time my mother wrote her thirteenth letter to Beuscher, on 21 October 1962, she seemed to be taking a more objective view of her marriage to my father and its dissolution; she couldn’t wait to get divorced. She admitted that she had been treating him more and more like a father than a husband, ‘hating myself for it.’ After dropping him off at Exeter Station for the last time, she returned home not to misery but to ecstasy: ‘My life, my sense of identity, seemed to be flying back to me from all quarters, buried hidden places. I knew what I wanted to do, pretty much who I was, where I wanted to go, who I wanted to see … I was my own woman.’

         Although still taking sleeping pills, my mother was now writing ferociously every morning when she woke in the early hours. Her emotions were mustered, and she was more in control. She was writing a poem a day: poems that would become Ariel, the poetry collection that, under the auspices of my father, made her name.

         Her letter stated: ‘He told me openly he wished me dead …’ Something my father apparently said, but in what way? And what was the context? She went on to list the terrible things he’d told her, and I had to remind myself that there were two sides to this: exaggeration and hyperbole had been employed here regularly in any case, and these were two people fighting over their ending. What did she say to him? My mother would not have been without comment. So, there I was, sitting in bed, re-living the one-sided end of my parents’ marriage through my mother’s words – although it could have been any marriage, as messy and cruel as endings are. If there is no passion in the beginning, then there would be little to burn off at the end: where there is great passion, as in my parents’ case, surely there must be great pain, great argument, great rage, and great sorrow before there is great clarity?

         My mother now seemed to question her previous devotion to the very domesticity that she had initially embraced: ‘I am ravenous for study, experience, travel.’ She was craving life, but wanted it made easy with more money. She also wrote that she didn’t think she could be with any one man for too long, as she liked being alone too much – being her ‘own boss’. She was already thinking beyond my father, who appeared to be rapidly sinking into the background of this new and exciting life – no more than an inconvenient anchor to something old, tired, and out of date: ‘It is as if this divorce were the key to free all my repressed energy, which is fierce from six years of boiling in a vacuum.’ In this, she might also have been describing how my father felt. She was freer, too, to admit the increased intensity of her dislike for her mother, her ‘cravenness. Her wincing fear, her martyr’s smile.’

         I had got this far and found the evolution of my parents’ relationship neatly encapsulated; these letters to Dr Beuscher were an extraordinary summary of their lives together. Now I had to brace myself to read my mother’s last letter, which was written on 4 February 1963 and sent from 23 Fitzroy Road, the flat in London into which she’d moved with my brother and me only a few weeks earlier. Seven days later she took her own life. 

         She had read the psychologist, Erich Fromm, as a result of Dr Beuscher’s encouragement, and thought that she had been guilty of ‘Idolatrous love’. She had lost herself in my father, she wrote, instead of finding herself as she once imagined she had. There was some compassion and understanding: ‘I had a beautiful, virile, brilliant man & he still is, whatever immaturities there may be in his throwing over everything in such a violent way. He has said he is sorry for the lying, and shows concern that we get on on our own.’ I was moved by this admission, in my mind it was a counterbalance for all the fury that had gone before.

         But then: ‘What appals me is the return of my madness, my paralysis, my fear & vision of the worst – cowardly withdrawal, a mental hospital, lobotomies.’ She feared this might be accentuated by seeing my father once a week when he came to visit me (she doesn’t mention my brother), because she could imagine what good friends they could be ‘if I could manage to grow up too’. Her feelings confuse her; she tries to follow Fromm’s advice for concentration, patience and faith, but keeps ‘slipping into this pit of panic and deepfreeze …’ She wants to ‘die and be done with it’; it is becoming too difficult to keep going, and her self-admitted defeatist thoughts are allowed free rein. She feels a ‘lack of center, of mature identity …’ and in the end she writes ‘I am incapable of being myself and loving myself …’ and that she must take Nick and me out for tea, because we are crying.

         As miserable as I might feel in reading a first-hand account of the collapse of a relationship that should have seen my brother and me into adulthood, I was struck by the sensation of standing in the room with my mother; I could almost smell her. And I knew what our house and furniture looked like – I even remembered the visit from my grandmother that summer in 1962, because it changed my life (another story) in the most dramatic way.

         Smith College would soon be calling me to see how I felt the letters should be handled for scholars to study; there would be no undoing the knowledge that this correspondence existed. Raw, honest, happy, exuberant, tragic and angry, these letters would sit in a library and be pored over by more strangers – the sensationalist phrases that had already leaked into the public domain would remain without context or explanation, warped and distorted by the views and impositions of other people’s agendas and theses.

         This scenario, where the letters – with their private patient–psychiatrist contents – were buried, left me feeling suffocated. It would render them dumb. While my father does not come out of these letters as a saint, neither does my mother; in my view, they are both flawed and impassioned human beings and I love them more for this. They both suffered, they both made mistakes, they were going through the same kind of hell that literally thousands of other couples go through every day, and, in fact, the letters are profoundly illuminating in this respect.

         Yet, in the beginning, there was great goodness and generosity, and the kind of love that some of us never find in our lifetimes. In fact, my mother’s overwhelming love for my father is expressed in every line of the sixteen letters she wrote to him in 1956 (see Volume I of these Letters) during a short period of separation. There was nothing they would not do for one another; they existed to be together, and their mutual work ethic bound them all the more tightly.

         It struck me sharply that, if this book were to be published without my mother’s letters to Dr Beuscher, I would forever feel that it was unfinished. So, I decided to let people make up their own minds and, hopefully, find the kind of understanding that my mother was working towards near the end, despite the return of the ‘madness’ that took her anyway.

         I telephoned Faber. There was just time.

         
             

         

         Frieda Hughes 

         2018 
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            PREFACE

         

         This complete and unabridged edition of Sylvia Plath’s letters, prepared in two volumes, finally allows the author to fully narrate her own autobiography through correspondence with a combination of family, friends, and professional contacts. Plath’s epistolary style is as vivid, powerful, and complex as her poetry, prose and journal writing. While her journal entries were frequently exercises in composition, her letters often dig out the caves behind each character and situation in her life. Plath kept the interests of her addressees in mind as she crafted her letters. As a result, her voice is as varied as the more than 1,400 letters in these volumes to her more than 140 correspondents.

         Plath’s first letters to her parents were written in pencil in a cursive script. She often illustrated her early letters with drawings and flourishes in colour. Later letters were either written in black ink or typed on a variety of coloured papers, greeting cards and memorandum sheets.

         Most of the original letters are held by the Lilly Library, Indiana University, Bloomington, Indiana, and the William Allan Neilson Library, Smith College, Northampton, Massachusetts. Additional letters are dispersed among more than forty libraries and archives. Some letters are still in private collections.

         Sylvia Plath was extremely well read and curious about all aspects of culture in the mid-twentieth century. As a result, the topics of her letters were wide-ranging, from the atomic bomb to W. B. Yeats. All phases of her development are documented in her correspondence. The most intimate details of her daily life were candidly described in letters to her mother from 1940 to 1963. (This correspondence, originally published in an abridged form by Aurelia Schober Plath as Letters Home, appears here in a complete transcription for the first time.) Plath wrote about early hobbies, such as stamp collecting, to one of her childhood friends, Margot Loungway Drekmeier. During high school, she explained the intricacies of American popular culture to a German pen pal, Hans-Joachim Neupert. There were many men in Plath’s life. To an early boyfriend, Philip McCurdy, she wrote about friendship as their romance waned. Later to some of her former Smith College roommates, such as Marcia Brown Plumer Stern, she wrote about her travels in Europe, marital relationships, motherhood, and domestic crafts. There are sixteen letters written to Ted Hughes shortly after their marriage and honeymoon, while fourteen later letters to her psychiatrist Dr Ruth Beuscher chart the disintegration of that marriage in harrowing detail. Her discussion of her own and Hughes’s poetry documents their extraordinary creative partnership. Plath’s business-related letters show a different side. Readers familiar with her journals will know she long sought publication in the New Yorker. Plath’s correspondence with several editors of the New Yorker demonstrates her efforts to satisfy concerns they had about lines, imagery, punctuation, and titles. Her submissions were not always accepted, but what arises is a healthy working relationship that routinely brought her poetry to publication. In addition to her literary development, the genesis of many poems, short stories, and novels is fully revealed in her letters. Her primary focus was always on her poetry, thrusting up from her ‘psychic ground root’.

         Some memorable incidents from Plath’s life were recounted and enhanced multiple times in her letters and often found their way into her prose and poetry. She was so conscious of her audience that even when her experiences were repeated there were subtle variations of emphasis aimed to achieve a maximum response or reaction.

         When Plath’s Letters Home was published in the United States in 1975 (and in the United Kingdom the following year), the edition was highly selected with unmarked editorial omissions, changes to Plath’s words, and incorrect dates assigned to some letters. Only 383 of 856 letters to her mother and family were partially published in Letters Home. By contrast, the goal of this edition of Plath’s letters is to present a complete and historically accurate text of all the known, existing letters to a full range of her correspondents. The transcriptions of the letters are as faithful to the author’s originals as possible. Plath’s final revisions are preserved and her substantive deletions and corrections are discussed in the footnotes. Plath’s spelling, capitalization, punctuation, and grammar, as well as her errors, have been carefully transcribed and are presented without editorial comment. Original layout and page breaks, however, are not duplicated. Incredibly frugal and conscientious of the limited space available to her, Plath wrote and typed to the very edges of her paper. This was especially the case when she wrote from England on blue aerogrammes. Occasionally, punctuation marks are not present in the original letters, but are implied by the start of a new sentence or paragraph. As a result, when Plath’s intention was clear, punctuation has been added to the letter without editorial comment.

         Dates for undated letters were assigned from postmarks and/or internal and external evidence and are identified with a circa date (for example, to Ann Davidow-Goodman, c. Friday 12 January 1951). In some instances where dating a letter exactly proved difficult or uncertain, we have offered either a range of days or simply the month (for example, to Mademoiselle, c. February 1955). Locations of the original manuscripts are also included in the header for each letter. Scans of drawings included in letters by Plath and photographs of her life are gathered together in the plates. Enclosures of early poems have been transcribed and included with the appropriate letter. Many of these photos and poems have never been published.

         Comprehensive factual and supporting footnotes are provided. These annotations aim to bring context to Plath’s life; her experiences, her publication history and that of Ted Hughes, cultural events, and her education and interests. Significant places, family, friends and professional contacts are identified at their first mention. Where possible, the footnotes supply referential information about the letters to which Plath was responding, as well as the locations for books from her personal library and papers written for her university courses. We made use of Plath’s early diaries, adult journals, scrapbooks, and personal calendars to offer additional biographical information in order to supply, for instance, dates of production for her creative writing.

         An extensive index completes the publication and serves as an additional reference guide. The adult names of Plath’s female friends and acquaintances are used, but the index also includes cross references to their birth names and other married names.

         As we read, edited, and annotated the letters initially available to us, we kept a running list of all the other letters Plath mentioned writing, which number more than 700. Some letters were destroyed, lost or not retained, such as those to Eddie Cohen and to boyfriends Richard Sassoon and Richard Norton. Other letters are presumed to remain in private hands, such as a postcard sent from McLean Hospital in December 1953, which was offered for sale at Sotheby’s in 1982. Plath wrote letters and notes to many other acquaintances, Smith classmates, publishers, teachers, and mentors, as well as to family friends. We attempted to contact many of these recipients; a majority of these requests went unanswered. Those who did respond yielded some positive results. After this edition of The Letters of Sylvia Plath is published, additional letters that are discovered may be gathered for subsequent publication.

         
             

         

         Peter K. Steinberg and Karen V. Kukil 
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            INTRODUCTION

         

         Over the past five years, we have scoured the archives of Sylvia Plath’s family, friends, and professional contacts assembling as many letters as possible so that Plath may tell her own story in her own words at her own pace. While Sylvia Plath’s letters in Volume I (1940–1956) reveal her full-throttled embrace of life and the extraordinary talents, ambition, love, and dreams that she brought to the beginning of her marriage to Ted Hughes, Volume II (1956–1963) provides a detailed portrait of their marriage and continues the saga of Plath’s life to its tragic conclusion. There are 575 letters to 108 recipients in Volume II, written between 1956 and 1963. They begin on 28 October 1956, the day after Plath’s twenty-fourth birthday on which Hughes gives her ‘a lovely Tarot pack of cards’, and end on 4 February 1963, a week before Plath’s death at the age of thirty.

         Plath’s voluminous letters to her mother form the backbone of the narrative. There are 230 letters to Aurelia Plath in this volume, chronicling Plath’s last year at the University of Cambridge as a married woman (1956–7), vacationing with Hughes at Cape Cod (summer 1957), teaching at Smith College and living together in Northampton, Massachusetts (August 1957–August 1958), pooling their savings to live in Boston and write full-time (September 1958–June 1959), travelling across North America to California (summer 1959), residing at Yaddo in Saratoga Springs, New York (autumn 1959), and finally settling in England (December 1959–February 1963). Only bits and pieces of these letters were published in 1975 by Aurelia Plath in Letters Home whereas every extant readable word Plath sent to her mother has been included in this edition of The Letters of Sylvia Plath. Plath’s almost weekly letters to her mother are generally upbeat and focused on practical matters since Plath knew that her mother had difficulty handling her darker moods. Plath was much more honest with her brother, Warren. When he is in Germany on a Fulbright fellowship in 1957, Plath admits she is in a ‘black mood’ because her ‘ideal of being a good teacher, writing a book on the side, and being an entertaining homemaker, cook & wife is rapidly evaporating’ (5 November 1957). After teaching for a year at Smith College she decides that an academic career ‘is Death to writing’ and devotes herself to creative writing for the rest of her life (28 November 1957). 

         There are twenty-six previously unpublished letters to Hughes’s parents in Yorkshire. Plath often writes in British style. She is clearly trying to impress her new in-laws by showcasing the literary accomplishments of her husband as well as herself. Many letters are written jointly, but Ted Hughes’s contributions are not transcribed in this edition at the request of his copyright holder, although paraphrases are occasionally included in footnotes. Plath is particularly thrilled when she and Hughes are published together for the first time in Granta (5 May 1957). ‘Isn’t it poetic justice’, she later tells her in-laws who knew their son was considered a wild ruffian at Cambridge, ‘that Ted’s former teachers & lecturers are being paid to review his work!’ (5 November 1957). Plath is proud of her role in launching Hughes’s career when she writes to her sister-in-law, Olwyn Hughes, on 9 February 1958: ‘How does it feel to have a great and burgeoning poet for a brother?’ Plath is also quick to tell the family when she sells her own ‘two longest poems to The New Yorker’ (30 June 1958) or when Hughes wins honours like the Guinness Poetry Award for ‘The Thought-Fox’ (18 September 1958), the Somerset Maugham Award for the Hawk in the Rain (24 March 1960), and the Hawthornden Prize for Lupercal (27 March 1961). She tells Gerald Hughes in Australia that his younger brother ‘is appearing, it seems, in print every week in England’ (13 August 1958). The letters provide detailed information about Ted Hughes’s early publications in addition to her own. When their ‘rosebud’ of a daughter is born, Plath tells Olwyn that ‘Ted’s hypnosis, I am sure, made this unusual first labor possible’ (2 April 1960). She also regales Olwyn with some of the literary invitations they receive, such as ‘cocktails with Auden at Fabers’ (16 May 1960), and is pleased with a ‘spate of rave reviews’ of her own poetry in the Observer, the New Statesman, and over the BBC (1 January 1961). But Olwyn, who according to Ted is jealous of Sylvia, calls Plath a ‘nasty bitch’ one Christmas in Yorkshire causing a permanent rift in the family. Plath tells her mother: ‘Olwyn made such a painful scene this year that I can never stay under the same roof with her again’ (1 January 1961).

         Some of Plath’s close classmates from Smith College, including Marcia Brown Stern and Ann Davidow-Goodman, receive very candid letters about the new stages in Plath’s adult life, from marriage and motherhood to Plath’s heartbreak over her husband’s infidelity and her plans for divorce. During Plath’s last semester as ‘the only married undergraduate, woman in Cambridge’, she is able to keep house and complete all her academic requirements at the same time – to ‘cook and cogitate’ as she tells Marcia on 15 December 1956. As a supplement to her exams, she even plans to turn in ‘a book of poems’. Occasionally, Plath is filled with confidence about ‘being a triple-threat woman: wife, writer & teacher (to be swapped later for motherhood, I hope)’ (9 April 1957). Plath tells Marcia that she plans to have Frieda Rebecca Hughes at home in London with the help of a midwife: ‘[I] am taking this chance to have the baby perfectly free after paying to make sure of conceiving it!’ (8 February 1960). Hughes adores Frieda and is continually marvelling ‘how beautiful she is’ (11 May 1960). ‘Her eyes are so blue they send out sparks’ (21 May 1960). Plath admits to fellow American poet Lynne Lawner, that ‘the whole experience of birth and baby seem much deeper, much closer to the bone, than love and marriage’ (30 September 1960).

         Plath’s focus, drive, and ambition for the success of her writing and that of Hughes are astounding in this second volume of letters. For any novice writer, these letters provide a stunning blueprint of the talent and dedication required to succeed. Plath types Hughes’s poetry and her own and submits their work to magazines, keeping ‘20 manuscripts out continually from both of us’ (7 March 1957). Serving as Hughes’s secretary and American literary agent, she arranges his book manuscripts and submits them to literary contests, such as ‘a first-book-of-poems contest run by Harper’s publishing company’, which Hughes later wins (21 November 1956). The Hawk in the Rain launches his career and is dedicated to Plath. When Plath met Hughes, she guaranteed him ‘15 poems sold in a year if he let me be his agent’. On the day that Faber & Faber accepts Hughes’s poetry book for publication in Britain, Plath brags to her mother that true to her promise: ‘Ted has sold 14 poems, a broadcast poem & a book to two countries’ in the past year (10 May 1957). Hawk in the Rain wins the Poetry Society choice for autumn 1957, which guarantees, as Plath tells Lynne Lawner, ‘a sale of 800 copies, close to miraculous in England’ (1 July 1957). But in order for their poetry to earn as much money as possible, Plath realizes that Hughes’s next book, Lupercal, ‘will be made up only after all the poems in it are already sold to magazines’ (19 March 1957). Plath tells her brother that ‘Ted has the makings of a great poet’, and he also has the loyal support of Marianne Moore and T. S. Eliot (11 June 1958). Throughout her life, no matter the circumstance, Plath never wavers in her assessment of Hughes as a genius of a writer. However, part of the couple’s success as poets is their influence on each other. Plath tells Warren: ‘we are extremely critical of each other, & won’t let poems pass’ before each word, image, and rhythm is examined (25 June 1958). As Hughes becomes more famous, Plath’s creative writing time is occupied in answering his ‘voluminous correspondence’ (21 May 1960). She tells her mother on 22 April 1961: ‘It is so marvelous having married Ted with no money & nothing in print & then having all my best intuitions prove true!’

         Plath’s publishing success is more gradual and her evolving philosophy of writing is clearly articulated in her letters. Her first poetry book is not published until 1960. She submits her poetry manuscript under three different titles to the Yale Series of Younger Poets contest without success. She finally starts weeding out her early poems as ‘too romantic, sentimental & frivolous & immature’ and tells her brother on 11 June 1958, ‘my main difficulty has been overcoming a clever, too brittle & glossy feminine tone, & I am gradually getting to speak “straight out” and of real experience, not just metaphorical conceits’. She becomes attracted to more ‘ugly’ topics and tells Ann Davidow-Goodman that she slowly writes poems about ‘cadavers, suicides, Electra complexes’ (12 June 1959). Plath explores all kinds of publishing options for The Colossus (the seventh title for her book), including the World Publishing Company, before Heinemann in London (18 February 1960) and Knopf in New York (1 May 1961) accept her revised manuscript. Marianne Moore is critical of The Colossus. Plath responds to Judith Jones at Knopf: ‘I am sorry Miss Moore eschews the dark side of life to the extent that she feels neither good nor enjoyable poetry can be made out of it’ (5 September 1962). Other poets are more supportive. Behind the scenes, W. S. Merwin arranges for Plath to receive a ‘first reading’ contract from the New Yorker (26 February 1961) and loans Plath his study in London where she eventually writes The Bell Jar, ‘a novel about a college girl building up for and going through a nervous breakdown’ (17 April 1961). Plath’s poem ‘Insomniac’ wins the 1961 Guinness Poetry Award and first prize at the 1961 Cheltenham Festival of Art and Literature. Plath is asked to be a judge for subsequent Guinness and Cheltenham contests and champions upcoming American writers throughout her career.

         The poetry of Plath and Hughes is different, and in some cases disturbing, compared to the ‘new movement poetry’ popular at the time. Even Plath’s early poems, such as ‘Spinster’, which appears in the new Oxford–Cambridge magazine Gemini, is reviewed as ‘sharp-edged’ (18 March 1957). But it takes dogged determination in the early days of their writing careers to be published: ‘We still get on an average two rejections apiece to every acceptance’ (13 April 1957). The New Yorker rejects Hughes’s signature poem, ‘The Thought-Fox’ a year before they accept it and finally, after ten years of rejections, Plath wins her own first coveted acceptance by the magazine in June 1958. Even on their cross-America camping trip during the summer of 1959, Plath asks her mother to ‘make a chart of all poems accepted’ and send a carbon of it to Frieda Heinrichs, Plath’s aunt, who lives at their ultimate destination in California (12 July 1959). ‘You need to develop a little of our callousness and brazenness’, she continues, ‘to be a proper sender-out of mss’ (2 August 1959). Once the quality of their poetry is recognized they are quickly anthologized. Oscar Williams includes Hughes in the 1958 revised edition of the Pocket Book of Modern Verse, which begins with Walt Whitman and ends with Hughes. Williams also introduces Plath and Hughes to all the publishers in New York City, including the editor of the Hudson Review, who later publishes their poetry. They both have poems included in the annual British PEN and Borestone anthologies (11 June 1958). Because Plath lives in England and is married to an Englishman, she is even included in the Penguin Book of Contemporary Verse 1918–60, an anthology of modern British poetry (1 January 1961), as well as the following year in New Poets of England and America: Second Selection (31 January 1962).

         Plath is in charge of the couple’s finances, always looking ahead for ways to supplement their income, and becomes ‘extremely interested in money-managing’ in the process (9 July 1958). While she is still a student at Cambridge, Plath sends queries to some of her Smith College contacts, such as Professor Robert Gorham Davis, about future teaching vacancies. Her former English professor, Mary Ellen Chase, becomes one of her most ardent advocates and Plath is later offered a job as ‘freshman English instructor at Smith’ (9 April 1957) and Hughes is offered a ‘full-time instructorship at the University of Massachusetts in English’ (6 January 1958). In 1959 Hughes is awarded a Guggenheim fellowship and Plath also secures artistic residencies for both of them at Yaddo in the fall. When they live in London, Plath sends cheques from American publishers to her mother to deposit in their account at the Boston Five Cents Savings Bank where they receive 3½% interest instead of 2% offered in Britain (16 January 1960). Dr Horder, Plath’s favourite physician in England, gives her a letter of introduction to view a house at 4 Chalcot Crescent where she wants to live: ‘I do so want at least four children & am head over heels in love with London’ (28 November 1960). After five years they are able to buy a house in the country on their savings. Almost any goal Plath articulates in her letters later comes to fruition.

         It is possible to witness the specific experiences of Plath and Hughes described in letters that later result in poems. While they are living in Cambridge, Plath visits her bust, sculpted by Smith classmate Mary Derr Knox, that now resides in one of the trees on Grantchester Meadows and writes ‘The Lady and the Earthenware Head’ (3 February 1957). In April 1957 she walks with Hughes at dawn to Grantchester and stands on a stile to recite ‘in a resonant voice’ all she can remember from the Canterbury Tales to twenty cows (8 April 1957). Many years later Hughes publishes the poem ‘Chaucer’ about this incident in the New Yorker and in his book Birthday Letters. A cornered groundhog on Mount Holyoke in Hadley, Massachusetts, inspires Plath’s poem ‘Incommunicado’ (5 July 1958). A walk with Aurelia, Warren, and Ted around Beacon Hill inspires ‘A Winter Tale’ (13 October 1959). The birth of Frieda is chronicled in ‘Morning Song’ (15 April 1960). ‘Tulips’, which is commissioned for the summer poetry festival at the Mermaid Theatre in London and later published in the New Yorker, is written after Plath’s ‘latest bout in hospital’ for an appendectomy following her miscarriage three weeks earlier (13 April 1961). Plath’s radio play Three Women is also partially based on this hospital experience as well as two poems published in George MacBeth’s Penguin Book of Sick Verse (1963).

         In addition to poetry, Plath and Hughes try other kinds of writing to earn money. Plath sends short stories, such as ‘The Perfect Place’, to British women’s magazines, essays with original drawings to the Christian Science Monitor, and, early in her career, toils daily on the rough draft of her first novel Hill of Leopards (later entitled Falcon Yard), which is never published (7 May 1957). She later reviews children’s picture books for the New Statesman because of her interest in the art of illustration. Hughes initially writes short stories for children published in Jack and Jill (6 January 1958) and Meet My Folks! – ‘a book of humorous poems about relatives’ that T. S. Eliot accepts for Faber & Faber with a few suggested revisions (December 1958). Plath also writes a children’s book (The Bed Book) and tells Ann Davidow-Goodman that she wishes Maurice Sendak would do the illustrations (12 June 1959). During their ten-week stay at Yaddo, Plath writes another children’s book (The It-Doesn’t-Matter Suit) while Hughes writes a play (The House of Taurus), ‘based on the Euripides play The Bacchae’ (7 October 1959), followed by The House of Aries (9 July 1960), a libretto of an opera based upon The Tibetan Book of the Dead (19 July 1960), and The Calm, ‘a sort of dark opposite to Shakespeare’s Tempest’ (26 February 1961). Hughes eventually garners success with his adult short stories, such as ‘The Rain Horse’ published in Harper’s, which Plath thinks is a real masterpiece ‘better than DH Lawrence’s descriptive stories’ (8 October 1959). Some of Plath’s psychological short stories, such as ‘The Daughters of Blossom Street’, are accepted by the London Magazine (12 November 1959). On 26 December 1959 Hughes even makes fair copies of his two poetry book manuscripts to sell and is offered £160 (about $450). Plath later sells 130 pages of her early poetry manuscripts for £100 ($280) to the same bookseller in London ‘who is buying stuff for the University of Indiana’ (20 November 1961).

         Recording programmes for the BBC is their most lucrative venture besides publishing. In April 1957, after Hughes broadcasts his poems over the BBC Third Programme, Plath writes directly to D. S. Carne-Ross to try out for the ‘Poet’s Voice’ herself. However, her first extant poetry recordings are for the Library of Congress with Lee Anderson on 18 April 1958 and on two occasions at Steven Fassett’s studios on Beacon Hill for Harvard (13 June 1958 and 22 February 1959). Once the BBC is willing to record her ‘odd accent’, Plath suggests a programme about young American women poets (24 October 1960). In addition to recording their poetry and Hughes’s verse plays and partial translations of the Odyssey, they are also interviewed for Two of a Kind and other programmes. Plath confides to Marvin Kane that she is excited about participating in What Made You Stay? and ‘being on a program all to myself’ (15 July 1962).

         Literary influences are legion in Plath’s correspondence. She reads Virginia Woolf’s novels, for example, and tells her mother that she finds ‘them excellent stimulation for my own writing’ (21 July 1957). She and Hughes read The Sea Around Us by Rachel Carson. Plath tells her mother: ‘I am going back to the ocean as my poetic heritage’ (5 July 1958) and later writes a series of poems about the sea surrounding Winthrop, Massachusetts, and a BBC script on the influence of this childhood setting on her writing. She tells Lynne Lawner that she admires Robert Lowell ‘immensely as a poet’ and audits his poetry course at Boston University (11 March 1959). Plath also likes poems by her Boston University classmate Anne Sexton, which she includes in her 1961 supplement to the Critical Quarterly entitled American Poetry Now. Sexton’s second book, All My Pretty Ones, particularly inspires Plath’s late poetry because it is, as she says: ‘One of the rare original things in this world’ (21 August 1962). Near the end of her life, Plath advises Catholic priest-poet Father Michael Carey to ‘study the assonances & consonances in Emily Dickinson (beloved of me) for a subtlety far beyond exact rhyme’ (21 November 1962).

         Plath and Hughes were equally strong-willed individuals. There are many warning signs in the early days of their marriage that all is not harmonious. Plath tells her mother that she and Hughes ‘sometimes have violent disagreements’ (9 January 1957) and later realizes that ‘one must never push him’ (26 March 1957). Carving out sacrosanct time to write is the main challenge of their marriage. Plath tells her mother: ‘Both of us feel literally sick when we’re not writing’. Plath is determined to make her marriage successful. She tells her mother: ‘I am one of those women whose marriage is the central experience of life, much more crucial than a religion or career’ (7 May 1957). Plath thinks they are ‘both ideally suited temperamentally, with the same kind of life-rhythm, needing much sleep, solitude & living simply’ (17 June 1957). But the following year Plath confides to her brother: ‘we have rousing battles every so often in which I come out with sprained thumbs & Ted with missing earlobes’ (11 June 1958). Plath admits to Gerald Hughes that if Ted has any faults it is ‘the occasional black Moods’ (24 May 1959). When outfitting their new unfurnished flat at 3 Chalcot Square in London takes two months of their time, Plath admits to her mother that Ted ‘gets almost nervously sick when he hasn’t written for a long time, & really needs careful handling’ (24 March 1960).

         Plath is formidable herself and can be devastatingly cynical in her correspondence. She thinks her upstairs neighbour in Cambridge, ‘the one & only son of Siegfried Sassoon is partly inhuman’ because he ‘runs a ham radio’, and describes Marianne Moore as filled with ‘old-maid blood’ because she wants to omit Hughes’s poems with sexual imagery from The Hawk in the Rain (15 March 1957). Plath finds many British women insufferable. They are all ‘shy, gauche and desperately awkward socially, or if social, dizzy butterflies’ (22 October 1957). She thinks the faculty members at the University of Massachusetts are ‘pedantic and cranky’ (20 January 1958). Theodore Roethke’s wife is ‘about as nice as nails’ (2 February 1961). And she tells her mother with disgust that recipes in British women’s magazines ‘are for things like Lard & Stale Bread Pie, garnished with Cold Pigs Feet’ (7 December 1961).

         Plath is multitalented and exceedingly industrious, often taking part-time jobs so that Hughes can write full-time. She continues to study foreign languages throughout her marriage. She renews her German by reading Grimm’s fairytales and ‘trying to review one grammar lesson a day’ (5 July 1958). She also learns practical skills, such as stenotype, that help her secure part-time jobs to pay for groceries. When the couple live in Boston, Plath works as a secretary at the Massachusetts General Hospital and later for the chairman of the department of Sanskrit and Indian studies at Harvard. In preparation for possibly visiting Italy on Hughes’s Maugham award, Plath begins lessons in Italian at the Berlitz School. Plath also takes a part-time job in London at the Bookseller as a copy-editor and layout artist to earn money over their ‘bare time between grants’ (27 January 1961). Plath is a pacifist and interested in world events. She asks her mother for a subscription to the Nation in order ‘to keep up with American liberal politics’ (25 February 1960). Plath’s first outing with her daughter is attending a ‘Ban the Bomb’ march in Trafalgar Square. She hopes her mother will not vote for Richard Nixon, ‘a Macchiavelli of the worst order’ (21 April 1960). Plath also worries about ‘the repulsive shelter craze’ in America (7 December 1961). When Plath and Hughes live in the country, they buy a radio so that Plath can continue her language lessons in French, Italian, and German, and hear Hughes’s new BBC play The Wound (31 January 1962).

         Cultural experiences are also very important to Plath. She tells her high school teacher Wilbury Crockett that she and Hughes ‘glut ourselves on the cheap play tickets, foreign films, galleries and all the best fare’ in London (17 December 1960). Other activities that Plath enjoys include cooking, rug braiding, and sewing (26 February 1959). She tells Olwyn: ‘Ted reads me Shakespeare while I work’ (25 May 1959). She also loves clothes even though she cannot afford the latest fashions. In the country, Plath takes riding lessons, enjoys fishing, keeps bees, and grows flowers, particularly poppies, cornflowers, and nasturtiums. In London, Plath and Hughes watch Ingmar Bergman films, Lawrence Olivier in Ionesco’s play Rhinoceros, Brecht’s Galileo, and The Duchess of Malfi starring Peggy Ashcroft. Dinner at T. S. Eliot’s house, described as ‘one of those holy evenings’, is particularly fascinating: ‘Talk was intimate gossip about Stravinsky, Auden, Virginia Woolf, D. H. Lawrence’ (5 May 1960). Dinner and conversation at Natasha and Stephen Spender’s house with Rosamond Lehmann also turns to stories ‘about Virginia (Woolf)’ (26 October 1960). Stephen Spender even gives Plath a press ticket to attend the last day of the Lady Chatterley obscenity trial on her twenty-eighth birthday. American friends Leo and Ann Davidow-Goodman drive the Hughes family to Stonehenge and Vita Sackville-West’s Knole. Once they buy their own car, Plath and Hughes even visit remote towns in France. They regularly attend museum shows, such as the Picasso exhibition in London (13 September 1960), as well as visiting the small local galleries in Primrose Hill and Camden Town. Plath later tells Gerald Hughes that art is her ‘alternate love to writing’ (19 August 1961). At a party, Theodore Roethke offers Hughes a teaching post at Washington State University, which Plath looks forward to in a couple of years after they buy a house in England that they can rent out while they are away (2 February 1961).

         ‘Ted is in seventh heaven’ when ‘Sir Arundell agreed on the price of 3,600 pounds’ for Court Green in North Tawton, Devonshire (7 August 1961). Plath follows him into the country with Frieda even though she is ‘much more of a city-dweller than Ted’ and eventually hopes they can ‘be in London half a year and there half a year’ (28 September 1960). Plath tells her mother that the ‘move away from my marvelous midwives, doctors, friends, butcher & baker and parks and plays and all I enjoy so much is unbearable’ (14 April 1961). But Plath realizes Court Green is important to Hughes and writes to her mother after they move: ‘I never have known such satisfaction just seeing him revel in this place and leading at last exactly the life he wants’ (15 September 1961). Once again, Plath takes care of all the practical details in their daily life, such as hiring plumbers to lay the pipes for their Bendix washing machine, after which Plath tells her mother that she has ‘no worries about managing the new baby now’ (22 October 1961). ‘A house this old’, she tells Gerald and Joan Hughes, ‘needs one five-year plan, then another’ (6 December 1961). She even wins a $2,000 Saxton grant for prose writing on which they live for their entire time together at Court Green. Planning ahead, Plath has already written The Bell Jar, tied up into four parcels, for the Saxton’s required quarterly submissions. She sells ‘The Moon and the Yew Tree’ and other poems to the New Yorker to begin rebuilding their Boston Five Cents Savings Bank account after they deplete it to purchase Court Green. ‘Ted & I had nothing when we got married, & no prospects’, she tells her mother. ‘And in 5 years all our most far-fetched dreams have come true’ (12 January 1962).

         The remaining letters in this volume chronicle the events that lead to the dissolution of the marriage, Plath’s valiant struggle to survive with her two children, and her eventual descent into depression and suicide. Discovering the unpleasant truth and background reasons for events often requires comparing descriptions of the same incident in a series of letters. Nicholas Farrar Hughes, for example, is born on 17 January 1962 and Plath writes ecstatic letters to her family and friends. However, to mutual friend Helga Huws, who knows Ted very well, she writes: ‘I am delighted with our Nicholas [but] Ted is cooler. I think he secretly desires a harem of adoring daughters’ (29 March 1962). She tells close friend Ruth Fainlight (wife of Alan Sillitoe), also the mother of a new son, that ‘Ted never touches him, nor has since he was born’ (8 September 1962). During the lingering bone-chilling winter in Devon, Plath suffers from a series of milk fevers and chilblains and she and Hughes hardly see each other ‘over the mountains of diapers & demands of babies’ (2 February 1962). Plath complains to Marcia Stern that Hughes finally paints the floorboards of their fifteen-room house ‘after much procrastination’, even though laying their turkey red and forest green carpets is a top priority (7 December 1961). Plath tells Smith-friend Clarissa Roche: ‘We are so stuck, with this new infant, and very broke with piles of necessary house repairs, plus investment in what Ted hopes will be a sort of lucrative garden’ (11 March 1962). Hughes plants the vegetable gardens on their 2½ acres while Plath does all the weeding, but the delicate plants suffer in the summer drought. Nothing materializes in the way they envision it, except for their hillside of daffodils, which bloom ‘in their heavenly startling way, like stars’ (27 March 1962). In the spring they entertain a string of visits from friends and family. Ruth Fainlight and Alan Sillitoe are no strain, whereas David and Assia Wevill, according to Plath, need to be formally ‘entertained’ (7 June 1962). Before the visit, Plath characterizes Assia Wevill, the wife of Canadian poet David Wevill, as ‘very attractive’ and ‘intelligent’ (14 May 1962). After the Wevills’ visit, Hughes begins spending more time in London. When Aurelia Plath arrives for a six-week stay, Plath hopes to get back to her study: ‘my poultice, my balm, my absinthe’ (18 June 1962). But, in front of her mother, Plath discovers to her horror that Hughes is having an affair with Assia Wevill, which destroys her health, concentration, and the idyll of her marriage. For healing she turns to the sea and makes arrangements to visit poet Richard Murphy in Ireland with Hughes: ‘I desperately need a boat and the sea and no squalling babies’ (21 July 1962).

         When Plath returns to Court Green alone, she completes her book manuscript of Ariel over the autumn, writing as many as two startling poems every morning. She tells Richard Murphy: ‘I get up at 4 a.m. when I wake, & it is black, & write till the babes wake. It is like writing in a train tunnel, or God’s intestine’ (7 October 1962). The poems help her process her intense emotions following Hughes’s cruel desertion on their trip to Ireland (to join Wevill for a secret holiday in Spain) and the subsequent breakup of their marriage. She tells Ruth Fainlight: ‘the muse has come to live, now Ted is gone, and my God! what a sweeter companion’; she is ‘producing free stuff I had locked in me for years’ (22 October 1962). She tells her ‘literary godmother’ Olive Higgins Prouty: ‘I have never been so happy anywhere in my life as writing at my huge desk in the blue dawns, all to myself, secret and quiet’ (25 October 1962). When her mother suggests that she write happier poems, Plath responds: ‘What the person out of Belsen—physical or psychological—wants is nobody saying the birdies still go tweet-tweet but the full knowledge that somebody else has been there & knows the worst, just what it is like’ (21 October 1962). Many of Plath’s observations in her letters from this period, such as her ‘enforced purdah in the West Country’ (26 October 1962) or a cut thumb, are recycled in her poetry. Plath tells Prouty that she feels like she is ‘writing in the blitz, bombs exploding all round’ (2 November 1962). Plath dedicates her ‘2nd book of poems (almost done) to Frieda & Nicholas’ (7 November 1962). Later, in London, when the poetry editor at the Observer, Al Alvarez, reads some of Plath’s poems for Ariel, he takes two on the spot (‘Poppies in October’ and ‘Ariel’, both written on her thirtieth birthday), and tells Plath her book ‘should win the Pulitzer Prize’ (14 December 1962). The next day, Plath submits a selection of her new poems, with commentary, to the BBC for a future broadcast. She tells Ruth Fainlight that she plans to sell the Ariel poems ‘one by one’ for much-needed income and then try to get the book published in London and New York (26 December 1962).

         Plath contemplates wintering with the children in Spain or Ireland, but follows Prouty’s advice ‘to strike London now’ and goes up to look for a flat (2 November 1962). She takes out a five-year lease on a two-floor maisonette at 23 Fitzroy Road, the childhood home of W. B. Yeats, and tells Prouty: ‘I certainly think it would be symbolic for me to live in the house of a great poet I love’ (20 November 1962). Once she is able to secure an au pair, Plath plans to finish her second novel (‘Doubletake’) a semi-autobiographical work set in Devon ‘about a wife whose husband turns out to be a deserter and philanderer’ (20 November 1962). She plans to dedicate this novel to Prouty.

         Plath’s letters are filled with fury and vitriol against Hughes while she pursues legal action and closes up Court Green to move to London. To justify a divorce on the basis of desertion, she tells her mother, ‘a father who is a liar and an adulterer and utterly selfish and irresponsible is worse than the absence of a father’ (27 August 1962), but Frieda misses him and ‘lies on the floor all day & sucks her thumb & looks miserable’ (29 September 1962). Plath tells her friend Kathy Kane that amputating Hughes from their life like a gangrenous limb is horrible, but ‘the only thing to do to survive’ (21 September 1962). She tells her mother: ‘Ted has spent all our savings to the tune of $100 a week & hasn’t worked for 4 months’ (23 September 1962); ‘He is a vampire on my life, killing and destroying all’ (26 September 1962); ‘He has behaved like a bastard, a boor, a crook, & what has hurt most is his cowardice—evidently for years he has wanted to leave us & deceived us about his feelings’ (12 October 1962). None of these passages was included in Letters Home. To Aurelia’s request for Sylvia to return home, Plath retorts: ‘America is out. Also, as you can see, I haven’t the strength to see you for some time. The horror of what you saw & what I saw you see last summer is between us & I cannot face you again until I have a new life’ (9 October 1962). Plath tells her brother that Ted is ‘just reverting to type’ (12 October 1962); ‘he can’t understand why I don’t kill myself’ (18 October 1962); and she resents having to ‘cope with the endless practical ruins that ass left behind him’ (25 October 1962). She tells Prouty on 18 October 1962 that he has ‘been secretly planning to desert us all along, withdrawing money from our joint account unknown to me, getting a London flat and mailing address, and leaving us with no access to him at all, and no explanation’. Plath is also hurt that the Hughes family – ‘the meanest, most materialistic of the English working class’ – support him and not her and the children. With disdain, she calls Hughes a gigolo, ‘vain & despicable’ as he dates various women, including Susan Alliston Moore, who works at Faber & Faber and is the ex-wife of Warren’s roommate from Harvard (22 November 1962).

         Plath’s evolving and crumbling marriage is documented in intimate detail in fourteen letters written between 18 February 1960 and 4 February 1963 to Dr Ruth Beuscher, Plath’s former Boston-area therapist, as described in Frieda Hughes’s Foreword for this volume. Because Plath trusts and respects Dr Beuscher, whom she calls her spiritual midwife, she can be utterly candid. As a result, these letters are very difficult to read. Plath equates her gradual knowledge of Hughes’s lies and infidelities to ‘the old shock treatments’ she used to fear so at McLean Hospital (20 July 1962). With Beuscher’s encouragement, Plath finally begins divorce proceedings after she reads Hughes’s ‘impassioned love poems’ to Assia Wevill and realizes their marriage is over – ‘the knowledge that I am ugly and hateful to him now kills me’ (29 September 1962).

         During the stress of Hughes’s desertion, Plath suffers from high fevers, loses twenty pounds in weight, takes up smoking, and becomes addicted to sleeping pills. She tells Marcia Brown Stern that she is ‘utterly flattened by having to be a business woman, farmer’, as well as ‘mother, writer & all-round desperado’ (2 January 1963). Even though ill health continues to plague Plath, she does not lose her sense of humour in her correspondence. To London friend Eric White, she writes: ‘I am just through a week of influenza & about as strong as a dead codfish’ (3 September 1962). She tell Elizabeth Sigmund that she looks forward to reading David Compton’s latest book all about murder – ‘just the thing to cheer me up’ (8 September 1962). When her Saxton grant runs dry, Plath continues to send her unpublished poems to Al Alvarez and other editors. To counteract Hughes’s characterization of her as a ‘hag’ compared to all the beautiful, stylish models he dates, she is determined to begin her life over ‘from the skin out’. She has her hair cut in a modern ‘fringe’ and buys a ‘gorgeous camel-colored suit’ with a gift cheque from Prouty (20 November 1962). Desperate to try anything to improve her morale, she even pays attention to ‘directions of the Taroc pack’ (25 October 1962). She paints the living room of her new flat in London midnight blue with accents of lilac and apple green, as she tells her mother, because ‘Ted never liked blue, & I am a really blue-period person now’ (21 December 1962).

         Once the upheaval of her move is over, Plath begins to reminisce about the good times in her marriage and feels the finality and loneliness acutely, although on some level Plath realizes she is ‘mourning a dead man’ (29 September 1962). She agrees with mutual friend Daniel Huws that part of Hughes’s brutal behaviour is probably due to his guilt. She tells Prouty that Frieda in her innocence and heartbreak over her father’s absence holds a mirror up to Plath that reflects her ‘own sense of loss’ (22 January 1963). The last few weeks of Plath’s life are affected by the extreme winter weather of the time and her family’s acute sickness. Dr Horder orders Plath ‘a private day-nurse for 10 days’ when she and the children suffer ‘scalding fevers’ from the flu. Plath tells Paul and Clarissa Roche that, as a result, she ‘began having blackouts’ and thought she was dying (9 January 1963). She tells Marcia Brown Stern on 4 February 1963 that ‘Everything has blown & bubbled & warped & split—accentuated by the light & heat suddenly going off for hours at unannounced intervals, frozen pipes, people getting drinking water in buckets & such stuff—that I am in limbo between the old world & the very uncertain & rather grim new.’ On the same day she tells Father Michael Carey that she writes at present ‘in blood, or at least with it’. In her last letter to Beuscher, posted on 8 February 1963, Plath writes of the return of ‘my madness, my paralysis, my fear & vision of the worst—cowardly withdrawal, a mental hospital, lobotomies’ and of ‘wanting to give up’. Without psychological support or a devoted husband by her side, Plath cannot love herself enough to face the extraordinary demands of her current situation. She commits suicide on 11 February 1963 despite her earlier mantra: ‘I am stubborn. I am a fighter’ (9 October 1962). But the resistance that Plath could not muster for her own survival would be poured into her powerful poetry drafts, which she left on her desk in her bee-coloured bedroom for the ultimate benefit of her beloved children, Frieda and Nicholas Hughes.
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                        	1932
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	27 October
            
                        
                        	     
            
                        
                        	Sylvia Plath born in Boston, Massachusetts, to Otto Emil and Aurelia Schober Plath; the family lives at 24 Prince Street, Jamaica Plain, a neighbourhood in Boston.


                     
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	1935
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	27 April
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Warren Joseph Plath born.


                     
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	1936
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	Autumn
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	The Plaths move to 92 Johnson Avenue in Winthrop, Massachusetts.


                     
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	1937
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Enrols in the Sunshine School, Winthrop.


                     
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	1938
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Enters Annie F. Warren Grammar School, Winthrop.


                     
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	1940
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	February
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Writes first letters to her parents.


                     
            
                        
                        	September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Enters E. B. Newton School, Winthrop.


                     
            
                        
                        	October
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Otto Plath admitted to the New England Deaconess Hospital, Boston; his left, gangrenous leg amputated.


                     
            
                        
                        	5 November  
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Otto Plath dies from an embolus in his lung.


                     
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	1941
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	10 August
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	‘Poem’ appears in the Boston Herald; her first publication.


                     
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	1942
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	October
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Moves with her mother, brother, and grandparents, Frank and Aurelia Schober, to 26 Elmwood Road, Wellesley, Massachusetts. Enters the Marshall Perrin Grammar School.



                     
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	1943/4
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	Summers
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Attends Camp Weetamoe in Center Ossipee, New Hampshire.


                     
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	1944
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	January
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Begins writing in a journal.


                     
            
                        
                        	September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Enters Alice L. Phillips Junior High School, publishes in school paper.


                     
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	1945/6
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	Summers
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Attends Camp Helen Storrow in Plymouth, Massachusetts.


                     
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	1947/8
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	Summers
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Attends Vineyard Sailing Camp at Oak Bluffs, Martha’s Vineyard.


                     
            
                        
                        	September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Enters Gamaliel Bradford Senior High School, Wellesley.


                     
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	1948
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Named co-editor of school newspaper, The Bradford.


                     
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	1949
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	March
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Publishes poem ‘Sea Symphony’ in Student Life.


                     
            
                        
                        	Summer
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Attends Unitarian conference at Star Island, New Hampshire.


                     
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	1950
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	March
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Publishes article ‘Youth’s Plea for World Peace’ in the Christian Science Monitor.


                     
            
                        
                        	May
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Accepted into Class of 1954 at Smith College, Northampton, Massachusetts. Receives Olive Higgins Prouty scholarship.


                     
            
                        
                        	Summer
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Works at Lookout Farm with Warren Plath in Natick, Massachusetts.


                     
            
                        
                        	August
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Publishes short story ‘And Summer Will Not Come Again’ in Seventeen.


                     
            
                        
                        	Autumn
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Enters Smith College, resides at Haven House. Meets Prouty.



                     
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	1951
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	February
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Begins dating Richard ‘Dick’ Norton, a senior at Yale University and Wellesley resident.


                     
            
                        
                        	March
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Attends Yale Junior Prom with Norton. Meets Eddie Cohen.


                     
            
                        
                        	Summer
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Works as nanny for Mayo family in Swampscott, Massachusetts. Her friend Marcia Brown nannies nearby.


                     
            
                        
                        	Autumn
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Writes articles for local newspapers as Press Board correspondent for Smith College.


                     
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	1952
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	Summer
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Waitresses at the Belmont Hotel in West Harwich, Massachusetts. ‘Sunday at the Mintons’ ’ wins Mademoiselle short fiction contest. Works as nanny for the Cantor family in Chatham, Massachusetts.


                     
            
                        
                        	September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Moves to Lawrence House, a cooperative house, at Smith College.


                     
            
                        
                        	Autumn
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Continues writing for Press Board. Dick Norton treated for exposure to tuberculosis in New York.


                     
            
                        
                        	November
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Meets Yale student Myron Lotz; relationship with Norton strained.


                     
            
                        
                        	December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Visits Norton at Ray Brook, New York; breaks leg in skiing accident.


                     
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	1953
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	February
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Dates Lotz and Gordon Lameyer, a senior at Amherst College. Writes villanelle ‘Mad Girl’s Love Song’.


                     
            
                        
                        	April–May
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	
Harper’s accepts three poems; wins Guest Editor competition at Mademoiselle in New York City.


                     
            
                        
                        	June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Lives at Barbizon Hotel in New York; works at Mademoiselle.


                     
            
                        
                        	July–August
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Treated for insomnia and exhaustion; counselled by psychiatrist; given poorly administered outpatient electro-convulsive shock treatments.


                     
            
                        
                        	24–26 August
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Attempts suicide in the basement of her house by taking an overdose of sleeping pills. When found, admitted to Newton-Wellesley Hospital.


                     
            
                        
                        	September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Transfers first to Massachusetts General Hospital, Boston, then to McLean Hospital, Belmont, Massachusetts. Begins treatment with Dr Ruth Beuscher.



                     
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	1954
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	January
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Re-enters Smith College; repeats second semester of her junior year.


                     
            
                        
                        	April
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Meets Richard Sassoon, a Yale student.


                     
            
                        
                        	Summer
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Attends Harvard Summer School and lives in Cambridge, Massachusetts.


                     
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	Autumn
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Senior year at Smith College on full scholarship; writes thesis on Dostoevsky.


                     
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	1955
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	February
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Accepted by Newnham College, University of Cambridge.


                     
            
                        
                        	April
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Competes in Glascock Poetry Contest, Mount Holyoke College, Hadley, Massachusetts.


                     
            
                        
                        	May
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Wins Fulbright scholarship to University of Cambridge.


                     
            
                        
                        	6 June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Graduates Smith College, summa cum laude.


                     
            
                        
                        	September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Sails on the Queen Elizabeth to UK.


                     
            
                        
                        	October
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Begins courses at Newnham College.


                     
            
                        
                        	Winter
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Travels to Paris and the south of France with Sassoon.


                     
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	1956
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	25 February
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Attends party at Falcon Yard, meets Edward ‘Ted’ James Hughes.


                     
            
                        
                        	March–April
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Travels through France, Germany, and Italy with Gordon Lameyer.


                     
            
                        
                        	16 June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Marries Ted Hughes at St George-the-Martyr, Queen Square, London.


                     
            
                        
                        	Summer
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Honeymoons in Alicante and Benidorm; meets Warren Plath in Paris; lives at the Hughes home, The Beacon, in Heptonstall, Yorkshire.


                     
            
                        
                        	Autumn
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Begins second year at Newnham College; keeps marriage a secret.


                     
            
                        
                        	December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Moves to 55 Eltisley Avenue, Cambridge, UK.


                     
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	1957
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	23 February
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Hughes’s poetry collection The Hawk in the Rain wins Harper’s poetry prize.


                     
            
                        
                        	12 March
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Smith College offers Plath teaching position on English faculty.



                     
            
                        
                        	June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Finishes programme at Newnham and earns her second B.A. in English from University of Cambridge; sails on Queen Elizabeth to New York.


                     
            
                        
                        	Summer
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Vacations in Eastham, Massachusetts.


                     
            
                        
                        	September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Moves to 337 Elm Street, Northampton, Massachusetts; begins teaching at Smith College.


                     
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	1958
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Leaves position at Smith College. Records poems for Woodberry Poetry Room, Harvard. Receives first New Yorker acceptances for ‘Mussel Hunter at Rock Harbor’ and ‘Nocturne’ [‘Hardcastle Crags’].


                     
            
                        
                        	9 August
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	‘Mussel Hunter at Rock Harbor’ appears in The New Yorker.


                     
            
                        
                        	September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Moves to 9 Willow Street, Beacon Hill, Boston.


                     
            
                        
                        	10 December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Resumes seeing Dr Beuscher, records details in her journals.


                     
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	1959
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	February
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Records more poems for Woodberry Poetry Room. Attends Robert Lowell’s poetry course at Boston University, meets Anne Sexton.


                     
            
                        
                        	8 March
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Visits father’s grave in Winthrop.


                     
            
                        
                        	July–August
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Travels across North America; becomes pregnant.


                     
            
                        
                        	Autumn
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Spends two months at the writer’s colony Yaddo, Saratoga Springs, New York. Has creative writing breakthrough.


                     
            
                        
                        	December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Sails on the United States to UK.


                     
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	1960
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	January
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Rents flat at 3 Chalcot Square, Primrose Hill, London.


                     
            
                        
                        	10 February
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Signs contract with Heinemann in London to publish her first collection of poetry, The Colossus and Other Poems.



                     
            
                        
                        	1 April
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Daughter, Frieda Rebecca Hughes born.


                     
            
                        
                        	31 October
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	
The Colossus published in Britain.


                     
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	1961
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	February
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Suffers a miscarriage.


                     
            
                        
                        	March
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Has an appendectomy. 



                     
            
                        
                        	Spring
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Begins writing The Bell Jar.


                     
            
                        
                        	June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Records poems for BBC series The Living Poet. Aurelia Plath visits England from mid-June to early August.


                     
            
                        
                        	July
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Travels to France; reads ‘Tulips’ at the Poetry at the Mermaid festival in London.


                     
            
                        
                        	August
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Purchases Court Green in North Tawton, Devonshire; sublets London flat to David and Assia Wevill.


                     
            
                        
                        	1 September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Moves to Court Green.


                     
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	1962
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	17 January
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Son, Nicholas Farrar Hughes born.


                     
            
                        
                        	May
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Visits from Ruth Fainlight and Alan Sillitoe, as well as the Wevills.


                     
            
                        
                        	Summer
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Assia Wevill and Hughes begin an affair. Aurelia Plath visits Court Green.


                     
            
                        
                        	September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Visits Irish poet Richard Murphy in Cleggan, Ireland; Hughes abruptly leaves.


                     
            
                        
                        	October
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Writes twenty-five poems; records ‘Berck-Plage’ for BBC and fifteen poems for British Council/Woodberry Poetry Room.


                     
            
                        
                        	November
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Rents flat at 23 Fitzroy Road, London, formerly a residence of W. B. Yeats.


                     
            
                        
                        	10 December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Moves with Frieda and Nicholas into Fitzroy Road flat.


                     
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	1963
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	January
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Dubbed the ‘Big Freeze of 1963’, London experiences its coldest winter of the century.


                     
            
                        
                        	10 January
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Records review of Donald Hall’s Contemporary American Poetry for BBC.


                     
            
                        
                        	14 January
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Heinemann publishes The Bell Jar under the pseudonym Victoria Lucas.


                     
            
                        
                        	4 February
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Writes last known letters.


                     
            
                        
                        	4–5 February
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Writes last known poems.


                     
            
                        
                        	7–10 February
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Stays with Jillian and Gerry Becker at nearby 5 Mountfort Crescent, Islington.


                     
            
                        
                        	11 February
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Protects children then commits suicide by gas poisoning.


                     
            
                        
                        	18 February
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Laid to rest in Heptonstall.
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            ABBREVIATIONS AND SYMBOLS

         

         
            
               
                  
                     
            
                        
                        	AL
            
                        
                        	    
            
                        
                        	autograph letter (unsigned)


                     
            
                        
                        	ALS
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	autograph letter signed


                     
            
                        
                        	ASP
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Aurelia Schober Plath


                     
            
                        
                        	FH
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Frieda Hughes


                     
            
                        
                        	Lilly Library
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Lilly Library, Indiana University at Bloomington


                     
            
                        
                        	SP
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Sylvia Plath


                     
            
                        
                        	TH
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Ted Hughes


                     
            
                        
                        	TL
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	typed letter (unsigned)


                     
            
                        
                        	TLS
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	typed letter signed


                     
            
                        
                        	< >
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	editorial intervention – where ( ) and [ ] are printed in letters these are as used by SP
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1956–1963
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            1956

         

         
            
TO Aurelia Schober Plath1


            Sunday 28 October 1956

            TLS (aerogramme),

Indiana University

            sunday, october 28

            Dearest mother …

            What a lovely birthday I had! Your wonderful warm plaid brown jacket came which I shall delight wearing belted around the house over sweaters. Also Warren’s2 hysterically funny card arrived Exactly On The Day; how I loved hearing from him. Dotty3 sent $5 and Mrs. Freeman4 an embroidered handkerchief (which I shall give to some little girl when I’m matronly enough). Do thank them both warmly and say I’ll write as soon as I can. Why don’t I send you a list of the people to whom to send engraved invitations announcing our wedding on Dec. 16th, or whatever you think best. I think our engagement should appear in the Townsman first, though. I’ve told my dear Dr. Krook5 who is very reassuring and says she’ll find out the best way for me to approach the Newnham officials this week; I’m also making an appointment with the Fulbright officials this week. It will no doubt be arduous to get all the proper sanctions and consents but I have no doubt that they will be given.

            Ted6 came up to Cambridge after his recordings at the BBC Thursday and has been here since; I wish you could see his pay rates! It is probably the most lucrative free-lance work there is; he gets paid again each time they re-broadcast: they recorded much of Yeats7 and one of his own poems;8 they liked his recording of Yeats so much they are asking him back this Thursday to do some more! And these two days should amount to well over $150! I am so very proud. He is now trying to get a job teaching evenings at the American airbases which is also enormously lucrative and will see if he can also enter the program at Cambridge to get a teaching diploma in one year, even though he has missed the first term. In two or three weeks we should be certain of all these hanging questionmarks.

            We are looking for an apartment in Cambridge or, better still, Granchester. I hope to move out of here the day term ends: Dec. 7th. Ted is so magnificent; he wants me to get a First, the highest exam mark, and when we are finally together with all this red-tape over, in 6 weeks, I shall be able to study as I never have before. Also write. I have done so many good poems lately9 and will send a mss. of 48 (11 more to be written) to the Yale Series of Younger Poets contest in February; Ted is amazingly struck by my “book” (all the poems I have together, very few “old” ones—only those which have previously been published, in fact) and claims that it will be a best-seller because it is all song, but also logic in music; or something. We shall see. We celebrated my birthday yesterday: he gave me a lovely Tarot pack of cards and a dear rhyme with it, so after the obligations of this term are over your daughter shall start her way on the road to becoming a seeress & will also learn how to do horoscopes, a very difficult art which means reviving my elementary math.

            A very strange thing: three times now, I have had extremely vivid dreams: about Mrs. Cantor,10 and Warren; the third wasn’t a dream, but a peculiar compulsion to tell Ted one evening why I hated my month in New York at Mlle so much; the very next morning: a letter from Mrs. Cantor, Warren’s birthday card (whose message was intricately related to the dream!) and a questionnaire from Mlle asking me to describe my reaction to New York; all my horoscope points to my psychic, occult powers, & certainly if I give them play, I should at least, with my growing “woman’s intuition” be able to join Ted in becoming a practising astrologist. The latest is the Ouija board we made; listen to this: we made a simple board by cutting out letters of the alphabet and arranging them in a circle on my coffee table, with a “yes” and “no” at opposite points, and put our fingers on a wine glass; we got the strangest answers, and worked & worked; all the heat went out of my arm—it must take terrific heat energy to move the glass from letter to letter; we got the most unusual spirits—named Keva (very infantile, who swore a good deal; said she lived “in core of Nerve”,11 both our nerves & belonged to both of us), then Pan, who told us there was a life after death, that he lived in “God-head” and claimed “Iv world enough”. The best was Jumbo. I’m telling you this so that If it happens, you will witness it was foretold. We asked Jumbo if he could tell the future & which of our manuscripts would be accepted. Well! He said, or rather, spelled out “Multiply”, which we interpreted to mean several; then we asked particulars; I’m telling you, because if it doesn’t come true, we can just toss if off: he said the first ms. accepted would be a story, spelled out “New Yorker”, said the acceptance would come this Tuesday! Before any others. Well, we had 3 batches of poems sent out long before my New Yorker story (“Remember the Stick Man”) and it seemed strange that the story should come back first. Then Jumbo spelled the name of the poem of Ted’s the London Magazine would accept: “The Martyrdom of Bishop Farrar”; said Poetry would accept 4 of his: “Law in the Country of Cats”, “The Man Seeking Experience,” “The Man Going Away”, “Six Young Men”, and that the Atlantic would accept Ted’s “Whenever I am got under my gravestone”12 & “Casualty”. Now even if these spirits live “in core of nerve”—our nerve, they plumb our subconscious depths & powers of clairvoyance, which is of value: I have prayed no envelopes come back before Tuesday—we did this Thursday night: only one more day to go; we wait in curiosity & awe; neither of us would predict a NY story acceptance – but IF it should come, think how likely it would be for the rest to be true! Then we’d teach Jumbo to forecast the football pools & win a fortune!

            Cross your fingers

xxx

SYLVIA 

            <on the return address side of letter>

            ps – am wearing your lovely warm plaid jacket over sweater & skirt – love sleeves & pockets – if it’s not asking for too much, could you send me either or both red & black ballet shoes – a year of continuous wear has worn mine out & they simply dont make them here – pappagallo – 7B or some such

            
               1 – Aurelia Schober Plath (1906–94); associate professor, College of Practical Arts and Letters, Boston University, 1942–71; SP’s mother.

               2 – Warren Joseph Plath (1935–    ); educated at Phillips Exeter Academy, Exeter, New Hampshire; A.B. 1957, Harvard College; Fulbright student at the University of Bonn, 1957–8; Ph.D. 1964, Harvard University; SP’s brother.

               3 – Dorothy Schober Benotti (1911–81); SP’s aunt; married Joseph Benotti (1911–96) on 19 April 1941; SP served as flower girl. They lived at 49 Silver Hill Road, Weston, Mass.

               4 – Marion Saunders Freeman (1908–98), lived at 8 Somerset Terrace, Winthrop, Mass. The Freemans were neighbours of the Plath family.

               5 – Dorothea Greenberg Krook-Gilead (1920–89); research fellow at Newnham College, Cambridge, and assistant lecturer in English, 1954–8; SP’s supervisor.

               6 – English poet Edward James (‘Ted’) Hughes (1930–98); B.A. 1954, archaeology and anthropology, Pembroke College, Cambridge; SP’s husband, 1956–63.

               7 – Irish poet W. B. Yeats (1865–1939).

               8 – Ted Hughes, ‘The Martyrdom of Bishop Farrar’, The Poet’s Voice (14 April 1957); rebroadcast, Recent Verse (16 April 1957).

               9 – According to SP’s calendar, she wrote ‘Sunset after Squall’ on 24 October 1956, ‘On the Plethora of Dryads’ during 24–6 October 1956, and a draft of ‘Vanity Fair’ on 28 October 1956.

               10 – Margaret Kiefer Cantor (1910–2003); married to M. Michael Cantor (1906–2003). During the summer of 1952, SP was a mother’s helper at the Cantors’ summer home on Bay Road, Chatham, Mass., where she took care of their children: Joan (1939–    ), Susana (1947–    ), and William Michael (1949–    ). The Cantors lived at 276 Dorset Road, Waban, Mass.

               11 – See Sylvia Plath, ‘Dialogue Over a Ouija Board’. See also TH to Lucas Myers, 16 November 1956; held by Emory University.

               12 – Ted Hughes, ‘Soliloquy’.

            

            
TO Aurelia Schober Plath


            Thursday 1 November 1956

            TLS (aerogramme),

Indiana University

            Thursday: November 1, 1956

            Dearest mother …

            Well! Between my private crisis and the huge crisis aroused by Britain’s incredible and insane bombing of Egypt, the universe is in a state of chaos! You have no idea what a shock this bombing caused us here—the Manchester Guardian, my favorite British paper, called this armed aggression by Britain “a disaster”1 and I cannot understand what Eden2 hopes to gain by it other than such a loss of face, aid and support among Britain’s colonies, allies, and, of course, growing enemies as can never be remedied. The crass materialistic motives of this attack on the Suez are so apparent as to give Russia food for propaganda for years to come; I shall be eager to hear Cambridge student opinion about this—letters of horror have deluged 10 Downing Street from all over Britain; the eloquence of Gaitskell3 in the Opposition is heartening.4 To think I literally rubbed elbows with Eden at that Claridge reception!5 The British arrogance—that old smug commercial colonialism—alive still among the Tories, seems inexcusable to me; I think the British policy in Cyprus has been questionable enough. This is the last. All the newspapers look to American foreign policy in a way which makes me hope fervently that Washington lives up to the UN and not its old loyalty to Britain. What joy there must be in Moscow at this flagrant nationalism and capitalism! This aggression by force, which has always been the cry of the Western Allies against totalitarians. The invasion of Egypt by Israel, followed by this bombing, stinks to high heaven. Even Budapest has been thrust to the back page by this; the Russians are leaving. What a world! I remember that Persian diplomat who interviewed me about the job teaching in Africa6 saying that the western powers were like children in their ignorance about the immense force and manpower on tap in Arabia and Africa. The editorial in the Manchester Guardian was superb: this attack is a disaster from every angle: moral, military, political! Britain is dead; the literary and critical sterility and amorality which I long to take Ted away from is permeating everything. God Bless America. How I long to come home!

            Now, for the private crisis. What a week! The Ouija board was “misinterpreted” about the New Yorker which remains adamant as ever. I am really emotionally exhausted by the rapid practical developments in my own state: I went to London yesterday to make my announcement of marriage to the Fulbright.7 As I expected, they raised no question of continuing my grant; I did not expect, however, the royal welcome I got! Congratulations from the handsome young American head who told me my work, both social and scholastic, in Cambridge was so fine they wished they could publicize it (!) and much more in the same vein; one of their main qualifications of the grant, I discovered, is that you take back your cultural experience to America, and they were enchanted at my suggestion that I was taking back double, in the form of Ted as a teacher & writer. We had a rather gruelling day in London, me being very tired & feeling the usual blueness the day before my period; Ted being tense about his own prospects & ours. By a stroke of luck, we were accepted as tenants for a flat just 5 minutes away from Whitstead8 nearer Granchester & the country, but still convenient to here. To my chastened eyes, it looks beautiful; we share bathroom with a Canadian couple upstairs & have the whole first floor: living room, bedroom, large sort of dining room, antique but sturdy gas stove & pantry; I met the landlady today who, pleasantly lives in another town; she assured me we could paint the walls (now a ghastly yellow) as long as we didn’t have them purple or orange. Well, no doubt she’d be only too happy for free improvements; but what a change in my attitude. Nothing I’d rather do than paint it all a lovely blue-gray! Ted and I will really feel we “make” a home, then. The rent is £4 a week plus expenses for gas, light, phone and coal. We’ll keep the place extravagantly warm! It even has two apple trees in the ragged little back yard, & a bay tree; it’s got pots & pans, old kitchen silver, & a few old sheets for the double bed. I’ll make it like an ad out of house and garden with ted’s help. He is in London today, doing a second reading of Yeats for the BBC. He is trying simultaneously for a job teaching two nights a week at the American Air Base program (very very lucrative, if possible) as well as combining it with getting a teaching diploma from Cambridge: if only both worked out! The hardest part, seeing my tutor at Newnham,9 came this afternoon. When I realize what ease I’d have had in arranging this, I’d never have contemplated keeping my wedding secret here; the secret part was hardest to explain. My tutor, whom I dreaded approaching, was heavenly; she scolded, of course, for not coming to her in the first place, and the one problem now is getting another affiliated student to come to Whitstead for the next 2 terms, but I think that will work out; she’s invited Ted & me to sherry Sunday. I’m not going to tell anyone else until I actually move on December 7th, the end of the term; Ted will start living in our new home tonight, & we’ll fix it up gradually. It would simplify matters if you’d announce it about December 7. That would give me time to write friends & coincide with my moving & informing people here whom I don’t want on my neck now. We will fight a good life out of this: now, of course, is the hardest time. Only 5 weeks! Until we’re officially living together in our own apartment. Have tentatively reserved places for us on the Queen Elizabeth leaving here June 20 & getting us to NYC on June 25th or so! Cross your fingers that reservations go through. When I write Mrs. Prouty10 & ME Chase,11 shall I tell them when I was married – or just say I am? It will leak out anyhow – the date – I mean.

            xx

Sivvy

            <on bottom of page 2 of letter>

            PS Who are you & Warren voting for this week??? I suppose your silence means Eisenhower!12

            
               1 – Probably ‘A Disaster’, Manchester Guardian (1 November 1956): 8.

               2 – British Conservative Party politician (Robert) Anthony Eden (1897–1977); Prime Minister 1955–7.

               3 – English politician and leader of the Labour Party Hugh Gaitskell (1906–63).

               4 – Probably ‘Mr. Gaitskell “Extraordinary Omission”’, Manchester Guardian (1 November 1956): 2.

               5 – See Letters of Sylvia Plath, Vol. 1, 1176–7.

               6 – See Letters of Sylvia Plath, Vol. 1, 889.

               7 – According to SP’s calendar, she met Dr William L. Gaines.

               8 – Whitstead Hall, 4 Barton Road, Cambridge, was the residence for foreign students attending Newnham College, Cambridge University; SP lived there from October 1955 through early December 1956.

               9 – Irene Victoria Morris (1913–2007); lecturer in German, Newnham College, Cambridge, 1947–66; SP’s tutor while on Fulbright at the University of Cambridge.

               10 – American novelist Olive Higgins Prouty (1882–1974). SP received the Olive Higgins Prouty Scholarship as a student at Smith College. Corresponded with SP 1950–63.

               11 – American writer Mary Ellen Chase (1887–1973); professor of English, Smith College, 1926–55; SP completed English 11 (Freshman English), directed by Chase, 1950–1; SP’s colleague 1957–8; Chase lived at 54 Prospect St, Northampton, Mass.

               12 – Dwight D. Eisenhower (1890–1969), 34th president of the United States (1953–61).

            

            

            
TO Aurelia Schober Plath


            Tuesday 6 November 1956

            TLS (aerogramme),

Indiana University

            November 6: Tuesday

            Dearest mother …

            Received your letter today—I look so forward to them. About the wedding announcements first: yes, it would so simplify matters for me to have you engrave them—all the people I’d like to have know, but couldn’t spare time to write to separately could thus be informed. Our home address will be: 55 Eltisley Avenue, Cambridge; Ted’s living there now.

            I am so emotionally exhausted after this week, and the Hungarian and Suez affairs have depressed me terribly; after reading the typed last words from Hungary1 yesterday before the Russians took over I was almost physically sick. Dear Ted took me for a walk in the still, empty Clare gardens by the Cam, with the late gold and green and the dewy freshness of Eden, with birds singing as they must have for centuries; we were both stunned and sick; the whole world, except us, we felt was utterly mad, raving mad. How Britain’s crazy hope for quick success (after which most nations would be too lazy to do anything about it) covers the real cry of the Hungarians is disgusting; it makes the west have no appeal against Russia in the hungarian case; Eden is, in effect, helping murder the Hungarians. There have been riots in London;2 even though a lot of commercially-interested Tories uphold Eden, Oxford and Cambridge are sending delegations & petitions against him; the horror is, that with time and enough propaganda yelling about Americas danger of becoming a bedfellow with Russia, America will no doubt support Eden too. A prospect which will make it insupportable for me; if only we would act as the Suez situation demands & stop Britain & France, who are agressors; it is all, Ted says, churned up by the oppositions of the planets. So, it seems is our own private life. We will come to work in America and then want to find some corner of the world where it is not strategic, some island or other, if we can get money enough, and go there & try to live a creative honest life; if every soldier refused to take arms & did this, there would be no wars; but no one has the courage to be the first to live according to christ & socrates, because in a world of opportunists they would be martyred. Well, both of us are deeply sick; the creative forces of nature are the only forces which give me any peace now; and we want to become part of them; no war, after these mad incidents, has any meaning for us. All I think of are the mothers & children in russia, in egypt, and know they don’t want men killed, & we refuse to fight & kill. I wish Warren would be a conscientious objector; it is wrong to kill; all the rationalizations of defense & making peace by killing & maiming for decades are crazy. I hope Eisenhower gets in and keeps up whatever policy he has against the British; rumors go that Stevenson3 would support the British; they are all crazy.

            Anyhow, in addition to this, my week has been spent in appearing before every necessary official at Fulbright & Newnham, which has involved tutor, director of studies,4 college principal,5 etc. With each one, I had to begin all over; naturally the secret part was hardest to explain. They fired questions at me ranging from wouldn’t cooking take time & why didn’t I wait a year but in the end every one said it seemed to be a good thing in my case (I felt like some lawyer defending my marriage) & the official council will give me their official decision about me continuing my studies this Saturday: I don’t think there will be any trouble; I put up with scolding day after day, thinking: only 5 weeks, & I move into the apartment with Ted.

            The next 5 weeks will be hardest; Ted has his applications in for a job at the American air bases (very lucrative teaching evenings), the teaching diploma course here (for which he is probably much too late) & part-time teaching at one of the language schools; we both feel tense, with his having to wait a few weeks, no doubt, till these things work through, & all our beginning expenses with the apartment which, with my present studies, I can’t begin to work at (we’re going to paint it, buy a 2nd hand couch & a few odd things like curtains, pillow covers) until the first week in December; there isn’t a comfortable thing to sit or study on yet (we saw a nice old couch the other day–faded, patterned in blue-gray & white: our living room will, I think, have pale blue-gray walls and bright red & white accents in curtains, pillows, etc.) So I study here. I have got a grocery to deliver weekly. All the nagging little things, which I would love to do in vacation, come, of course, now: electric companies, deliveries, bank changing of name & getting new account, etc. But I’ll try to be stoic. We bore two depressing rejections: of Ted’s poems from London magazine – & my story from the New Yorker (a Smith girl secretary there—they’re everywhere—who admired my work, told me they accept stories only from a very narrow clique of writers usually; better to send poems, which I did). BUT: one very bright note: this morning Ted got another poem “The Drowned Woman”6 bought by poetry (Chicago) & ONE BOUGHT BY THE ATLANTIC, “The Hawk In the Storm”!7 I am so very proud. We want to send dollar checks to deposit in my American account so no exchange tax will be taken off: can ted write “Deposit to the account of Sylvia Plath” & sign on the back & mail to you??? I love you; don’t worry about us; Ted & I are together & after Dec. 7 will be living together in our first “social” quarters. He is wonderful & we’ll face everything that comes with as much courage as we can.

            much much love to you & Warren

your own Sivvy

            
               1 – Possibly Peter Howard, ‘The Last Minutes of Freedom’, Manchester Guardian (5 November 1956): 1.

               2 – Probably ‘Wild Scenes at Whitehall’, Manchester Guardian (5 November 1956): 1.

               3 – American politician and presidential candidate Adlai Ewing Stevenson II (1900–65). Probably his ‘Text of Stevenson Speech of Welcome to Convention’, New York Times, 22 July 1952, 12.

               4 – Kathleen Marguerite Passmore Burton (1921–    ); lecturer in English, Newnham College, Cambridge, 1949–60; director of studies in English, 1952–60; SP’s director of studies and supervisor under whom she studied Tragedy and Practical Criticism.

               5 – Ruth Louisa Cohen (1906–91); Principal of Newnham College, Cambridge, 1954–72.

               6 – See Henry Rago to TH, 2 November 1956; held by Emory University. Ted Hughes, ‘The Drowned Woman’, Poetry 89 (February 1957): 296–7.

               7 – See Phoebe Lou Adams to TH, 2 November 1956; held by Emory University. Ted Hughes, ‘The Hawk in the Storm’, Atlantic Monthly 199 (February 1957): 53; later revised and retitled ‘The Hawk in the Rain’.

            

            
TO Edith & William Hughes1


            Monday 12 November 1956

            ALS with envelope, Family owned

            Monday

November 12

            Dear Ted’s mother & dad …

            Hello there! I did want to write and tell you how things are going myself – whatever Ted told you over the phone, I’m sure he didn’t brag enough about the two poems he got accepted this week, one by the Atlantic Monthly (the magazine that accepted my poem while I was at the Beacon – remember the blood-curdling yell I let out?) – well, it’s a fine magazine, with all the reputation the London magazine has here, and more; it’s put out by the same press where I sent Ted’s wonderful children’s animal fables2 which they should be reading now. Also, Poetry (Chicago) bought a 2nd poem from him & the editor3 obviously likes Ted’s work. And the Nation bought the poem “Wind”4 which is a terrific one.

            So I am very proud; we sent another great batch of 30 poems out to various places5 this week. The Christian Science Monitor, the international newspaper, bought my article on Spain & all 4 pen & ink drawings;6 in spite of regular rejections from the posh distainful New Yorker, we manage.

            As for me, it seems all the wrath of heaven descended this week – I’ve spent a gruelling time telling Fulbright people & countless grave Newnham Victorians about my marriage & convincing them I could still think while cooking for Ted. The Fulbright people were lovely, treated me like Grace Kelly having just been married to a Dark Foreign Prince – my grant will continue till June, praise be! Newnham was much tougher – I felt like an orator on the creative virtues of marriage before a jury of intellectual nuns. But I won – the Council decided this week I could go on for my degree.

            In the midst of these grimly-gained miracles, plain sick grief over the rebel Hungarians & rage at Eden, a violent sneeze somehow disabled me – vague murmurs over x-rays of my offending spine in the casualty ward & orders to stay in bed a week; and, just as my back felt better, a nasty cold. I growl, I take bitter medecines; all shall pass in a week, & I really feel blissful I can continue on my Fulbright studying at prim Newnham as Mrs. Sylvia Hughes.

            You should see the flat we have got, by sheer luck, at this unpromising time of year! – I move in on Dec. 7, the minute term ends. We have livingroom, bedroom, kitchen & pantry – lots of dishes, pots, & an iron & linen there already – & share bath with queer couple of chemists upstairs. 55 Eltisley Avenue, our address will be. It needs paint badly & new curtains & slipcovers, which we hope to finish fixing before I move in with my million books. We had our first “dinner” in the gas oven this last weekend – roast beef, mashed potatoes, peas, raspberries & cream. Such elegance! I can’t wait to get out of Whitstead, nice as it is, & have, for once, a place & kitchen of my own!

            Well, that’s about all the news for now. Please say hello to Olwyn7 for me & tell her I hope I’ll be breathing & walking properly when she comes down – she could taxi to Whitstead or 55 Eltisley Road, where Ted is staying & we would celebrate with a royal dinner, etc. I do hope to meet her before she returns to Paris –

            Meanwhile – much love to you both –

            Sylvia

            
               1 – Edith Farrar Hughes (1898–1969) and William Henry Hughes (1894–1981); SP’s mother- and father-in-law; lived at the Beacon, Heptonstall Slack, Yorkshire.

               2 – According to SP’s calendar, she mailed ‘How the Donkey Became’ to the Atlantic Monthly Press on 23 October 1956.

               3 – American poet and editor Henry W. Rago (1915–69).

               4 – Ted Hughes, ‘Wind’, The Nation, 10 November 1956, 408.

               5 – According to SP’s calendar, she sent TH’s poems to Harper’s, Kenyon Review, Nimbus, Paris Review, and Virginia Quarterly on 6 November 1956.

               6 – Sylvia Plath, ‘Sketchbook of a Spanish Summer’, Christian Science Monitor, 5 November 1956, 15, with drawings captioned ‘Sardine boats and lights patterned the beach during daylight hours’ and ‘At sunup, the banana stand at the peasant market in Benidorm opened for business’; and 6 November 1956, 19, with drawings captioned ‘Palms and pueblos on the sea cliffs at Benidorm, Spain’ and ‘Arched stairway to Castillo, in Benidorm’.

               7 – Olwyn Marguerite Hughes (1928–2016); SP’s sister-in-law.

            

            
TO Aurelia Schober Plath


            Tuesday 13 November 1956

            TLS (aerogramme),

Indiana University

            Tuesday morning: Nov. 13

            Dearest mother …

            It was so lovely to get your sunny letter; first of all, congratulate Warren a million time for being Phi Bete; I’m so proud. I am rather blue today, all the meanness of fate falling on me over the weekend in the form of a nasty sinus cold, a very painful “slipped disc” in my back which, since saturday, has gotten better so rapidly that ted & I think it must have been only a muscle or something (we had it x-rayed) but it was an unpleasant shock—I sneezed violently saturday just as we were setting out to cover poppy day festivities here,1 & fell to the floor in violent crippling pain; rest has improved it much, though: also, two rejections of poems and stories from the distainful New Yorker. If people only knew the miseries one goes through & the discouragements they would realize how much balances out the small successes. The Monitor sent me no letter accepting my drawings & article, only a check, which I find strange; I didn’t even know they’d come out until you wrote me, and am eager to see them. Ted & I tried a new ouija character “G. A.” last night who claimed to be able to predict the football pools (a fortune of £75,000 is given away each week to the winner!) I hope this one is more responsible than Jumbo.

            I must say I am eager to get to America and Ted & I can certainly do with a few parties & presents—the next two months will be very hard, having to pay bills at both Newnham & the 55 Eltisley Avenue place. Ted has not as yet got a job—he probably can get teaching jobs In January, the start of the new term, but it is very difficult now; he may have to take a laboring job for these first months to cover coal, electricity, gas & food bills.

            We have bought a huge rather soiled but comfortable second-hand sofa for our livingroom for £9. 10s. which we’ll sell again next spring, and a can of paint for the dirty yellow walls; how I long to get away from the dirt here; everything is so old and dirty; soot of centuries worked into every pore. But I managed to turn out, by utter luck, a delicious roast beef dinner in our strange gas oven, our first dinner there: rare (!) roast beef, buttery mashed potatoes, peas, raspberries & cream; I’ll be glad to move there on Dec. 7 (that’s Friday; is that our official wedding date, not Saturday?) & forgo this split existence.

            This Saturday, by the way, the official council at Newnham met & decided I could go on working here; they had told me not to worry, but the ingrained English maxim that a woman cannot cook and think at the same time had me dubious enough. So my Fulbright continues, & I continue. The difficult person will be Mary Ellen Chase. I’m writing her soon, & will say I’m married, but when she comes over here this winter, she’ll find from Newnham I was married in June. Better not send out engraved invitations. Do make a newspaper announcement, though.2 And tell everybody in Xmas letters, as I will do.

            I’d love vitamins; I’m convinced everything the British sell is without any nourishment whatsoever. And could you send more 3cent stamps? I’m almost out. Very very slowly Ted is getting noticed here—his poems; the stupid magazines still haven’t printed any, but critic G. S. Fraser3 wishes he’d had some for his recent anthology of young poets & wishes to see more; he also got a letter, after a friend read aloud some of his poems in a London poetry circle, which rather shocked me. A young Australian,4 on hearing Ted’s poem “The Martyrdom of Bishop Farrar” read (the one the BBC recorded) wrote to ask if Ted felt strongly enough about martyrs to join him in Baron Hudja’s guerilla forces in the mountains of Hungary;5 thank God Ted would rather make a creative life here than sacrifice himself there; I am sure a hidden death-wish and desire to fight for a noble Cause motivates the young men who go there; it is tragic enough.

            Tell anyone-who-wants-to-send-me-gifts of a bulky or house-furnishing nature to send them to 26-Elmwood. Personal gifts might come here, if any, like clothes. But I want to have some nice things waiting when I come home; I’ve given up all the ceremony & presents belonging to a new bride, and would like to feel we’d have it easy for once in the near future in America. I am sick of battling the cold and the dirt away from all my friends. America looks to me like the promised land; as long as we can stay out of the appalling competitive, comercial race I’ll be happy; I’d like New England teaching & writing years & leisurely Cape summers. Do tell Mrs. Prouty Ted has got a poem in the Atlantic too. I love that woman so, & look so forward to bringing Ted to meet her.

            If I sound a little morose, it is only this sinus cold which I have to wait out, which makes me more sensitive to rejections. Ted brings food to cook here, like a darling, and is loving and considerate in every way. I cant believe it is only seven months till I come home! I feel like Rip Van Winkle. Can’t wait till this vacation when I can write in peace & catch up on all my reading. Give my love to everybody … and write a lot …

            Love from

Sivvy

            PS. Why don’t you call on Sunday Dec. 9th? We’ll be in our new house then & would love to hear your voices there, to bless it. Tell dear Betty & Duane6 what a lovely idea it is! Our 55 ETISley Ave. number: TEL: CAMBRIDGE 54589.

            
               1 – Sylvia Plath, ‘Poppy Day at Cambridge’; held by Lilly Library.

               2 – ‘Sylvia Plath Wed in England to Mr. Hughes’, The Townsman (20 December 1956): 5.

               3 – G. S. (George Sutherland) Fraser, Poetry Now: An Anthology (London: Faber & Faber, 1956).

               4 – Roy MacGregor-Hastie to TH, 8 November 1956; held by Lilly Library. In the letter, MacGregor-Hastie writes he heard the poem read by Peter Redgrove at the home of G. S. Fraser.

               5 – MacGregor-Hastie wrote ‘Baron Hajdu is organising an armed expedition to assist the guerillas in the mountains there; I would be delighted to put you in touch with him and see you at arms.’

               6 – Elizabeth (‘Betty’) Cannon Aldrich. Wife of C. Duane Aldrich, who lived across the street from the Plaths at 23 Elmwood Road, Wellesley. The Aldriches had nine children: Duane, Peter, Stephen, John, Mark, Elizabeth (‘Libby’), Ann, Amy, and Sarah.

            

            

            
TO Edward Weeks1


            Tuesday 13 November 1956

            TLS (photocopy), Yale University

            Whitstead

4 Barton Road

Cambridge, England

November 13, 1956

            Editor Edward Weeks

            THE ATLANTIC MONTHLY

            8 Arlington Street

            Boston 16, Massachusetts

            U.S.A.

            Dear Editor Weeks,

            I am enclosing three stories among which I hope you may find something suitable for publication in the Atlantic–“That Widow Mangada”,2 “The Black Bull”,3 and “Afternoon in Hardcastle Crags.”4 I’ve had stories published previously in Seventeen and Mademoiselle magazines.

            Thanking you for your time and consideration, I am

            Sincerely yours,

Sylvia Plath

            
               1 – American author and editor Edward Weeks (1898–1989); editor of Atlantic Monthly, 1938–66.

               2 – According to SP’s calendar, she worked on ‘That Widow Mangada’ during 3–9 August 1956.

               3 – According to SP’s calendar, she finished typing ‘The Black Bull’ on 2 August 1956. An incomplete typescript (pp. 9, 11–12) of the story is held by Emory University.

               4 – According to SP’s calendar, she wrote ‘Afternoon in Hardcastle Crags’ during 7–10 September 1956. Typescript p. 5 held by Emory University; typescript p. 6 held by University of Victoria. Hardcastle Crags is a wooded valley in the Pennines just above Heptonstall.

            

            
TO Aurelia Schober Plath


            Wednesday 21 November 1956

            TLS (aerogramme),

Indiana University

            Wednesday: November 21

            Dearest mother …

            How I look forward to your letters; your calm voice and kind advice really heartens me. I am, comparitively, feeling magnificent this week, although grimly plodding through an incredible mountain of reading—Hume, JSMill Chaucer & all the medieval poets (it appears) for Moralist papers1 & a great Chaucer paper2 by the Dec. 7th end of term. My cold is gone (poor Ted caught it, & I went over to tend him & cook last weekend) & my back seems fine. The next 2½ weeks I am prepared to trudge through all the academic obligations that have piled up in this term of interviews re marriage, & colds. On Dec. 7th a new life will begin, looking like utter heaven compared to this split one; I study here at Whitstead, rather than the new flat, because there I’m too distracted by wanting to paint the floor & the kitchen & make a big bookcase out of wood & bricks: we’re postponing this till vacation. Oddly enough, under all this pressure, I’ve written several very good poems3 & the more I write, the better. Yesterday I devoted to typing Ted’s first book of poems (which makes the one we sent off last spring look like juvenalia): 40 magnificent poems, 51 pages (6 poems out of that already accepted 2 each by Poetry4 & The Nation;5 1 Atlantic, 1 BBC). We’re submitting it for a November deadline for a first-book-of-poems contest run by Harper’s publishing company; Marianne Moore,6 Stephen Spender7 & WH Auden8 will judge. I don’t see how they can help but accept this it’s the most rich, powerful work since Yeats & Dylan Thomas.9 My own book of poems (now titled “Two Lovers & A Beachcomber”) grows well & I should have 50 good poems by the time I submit it to the Yale Series of Younger Poets in February. 

            Item: Do write “married recently” in our marriage announcement & say after Dec. 7 “the couple will be at home at 55 Eltisley Avenue, Cambridge, England.” I’d rather not even have a politic untruth in print about the date. I received today the most beautiful nightgown from Mrs. Cantor I just cried out with joy—all frothy and pinky and lace, like a rosy snowflake at this bleak time. Give her my most enthusiastic thanks. Tell all these good people I’ll write them in a Christmas letter after Dec. 7 but just can’t manage a line even right now.

            Good news: Ted has, by the same miracle that got us a flat the day we wanted it at an impossible time of year, got a job starting this very Monday! He is too late for getting a Cambridge teaching diploma, and, as the work & people are very stuffy in that program, I’m just as glad. He’ll be teaching from now till June at a day-school in Cambridge10 for teen-age boys; not smart, but very dumb. He will officially be teaching English, but also helping in athletics & drama productions & everything in general; the master told him a touching story about how these boys, ignorant, marking time till they get trade jobs, can be “shocked” into awareness that might make life a little richer for them: once the master was talking about “treasure”, & took out the things in his pocket, among them a colored pebble he’d picked up on a beach; that was, he said, treasure: he could, by looking at the pebble, recall the sun, the sea, the whole day. He told the boys to bring a “treasure” to class the next day; among them, one boy brought a fossil. The master sent him over to the nature lab to learn about it & in no time the boy had taught himself to read (some can’t even do that!) & soon had the best fossil collection in Cambridge.

            The master said Ted can use any methods he wants in teaching, no matter how unconventional; the main thing is energy & enthusiasm: the boys will like what he likes. Ted is very happy about this as it has been a difficult time for both of us with no money coming in & the double expenses of Newnham & the new flat this December; too, the job is just what he’ll be terrific at. We’ll manage all right, now, I’m sure of it; as soon as he starts drawing a regular salary, the acceptances will begin coming in! (The ship fare for him is about £70, & the visa expenses £9). Thanks for the money; & we’ll have a good picture taken this vacation, you may be sure!

            We’ll expect your call eagerly at 8 pm our time on December 9th Sunday. How exciting it will be; do try to have Warren there!

            Your dinners sound incredibly delectable; how happy I will be at 55 Eltisley to start something more ambitious than this quick frying of steak or pork with peas. We shall eat in style. Olwyn, Ted’s sister, stopped by this weekend on her way from a stay at home to her job in Paris; she is 28, and very startlingly beautiful with amber-gold hair & eyes; I cooked a big roast beef dinner with red wine & strawberries & cream. She reminds me of a changeling, somehow, who will never get old; she is however, quite selfish, & squanders money on herself continually, in extravagances of clothes & cigarettes, while she still owes Ted £50. But in spite of this, I do like her. Do send me some recipes as soon as you can for apple cake, tollhouse & oatmeal cookies, fish & corn chowder; I’d love some Flako piecrust mix, corn muffin mix & chocolate bits for cookies; I am dying to bake for Ted. Keep writing me morale-building letters up till Dec. 7th! I’ll need them.

            Much much love to you & Warrie—

your own sivvy

            <on the return address side of letter>

            PS: Urgent: Can I send Ted’s dollar checks from the Nation, Atlantic Monthly, etc. to you to deposit to my account in Wellesley if he signs them: “Deposit to the account of Sylvia Plath” & signs them? We want to build up a dollar fund to greet us on our return!

            
               1 – Sylvia Plath, ‘The Utilitarianism of Bentham and Mill: Some Comparisons and Contrasts’, 27 November 1956; held by Lilly Library.

               2 – Sylvia Plath, ‘Chaucer: The Most Versatile of Fourteenth Century English Poets’, 7 December 1956; held by Lilly Library.

               3 – According to SP’s calendar, she re-wrote ‘Black Rook in Rainy Weather’ and wrote ‘Soliloquy of the Solipsist’ and ‘April Rhapsodies’ on 18 November 1956, and wrote ‘Letter to a Purist’, ‘On the Extra’, and ‘Ode to an Onion’ on 19 November 1956, and poems titled ‘Item’ and ‘Megrims’ on 21 November 1956. An incomplete copy of the otherwise lost poem ‘Megrims’ was identified by Peter K. Steinberg in March 2015 on a piece of carbon paper. Clearly readable are the first four lines and last seven lines. An additional lost poem of 22 lines, ‘To a Refractory Santa Claus’, is captured on the carbon paper. Other traces present on the carbon paper are notes from SP’s Government 11 course completed in 1951–2, SP’s poems ‘The Shrike’ (written 3 July 1956) and ‘Natural History’ (written 23 November 1956), and the table of contents and acknowledgements for TH’s book The Hawk in the Rain, which SP typed on 23 November 1956. The carbon paper held by Lilly Library.

               4 – Ted Hughes, ‘Bawdry Embraced’, Poetry 88 (August 1956), 295–7.

               5 – Ted Hughes, ‘The Hag’, The Nation, 18 August 1956, 144.

               6 – American poet Marianne Moore (1887–1972).

               7 – English poet Sir Stephen Harold Spender (1909–95).

               8 – English-born poet Wystan Hugh Auden (1907–73); William Allan Neilson Research Professor, Smith College, 1953.

               9 – Welsh poet Dylan Thomas (1914–53).

               10 – TH taught at the Coleridge Secondary Modern School on Radegund Road, Cambridge.

            

            
TO Aurelia Schober Plath


            Thursday 29 November 1956

            TLS (aerogramme),

Indiana University

            Thursday morning, Nov. 29

            Dearest mother …

            I have no idea how long its been since I last wrote home, but I hope you’ll understand that work has piled up enormously and that maybe you’ll tell people they’ll hear from me after Dec. 7th when we’re settled in our new house—do thank Mrs. Cantor for the beautiful nightgown! It seems I’m always making requests—could you please send back our original marriage license as soon as you can—we have to have it, along with hundreds of other triplicated documents to turn in for Ted’s visa—the most complicated form I’ve seen yet. Also, I’d appreciate it so much if you’d also put my wedding announcement in the NYTimes—all my old friends read that, and no other paper, so I’d like to have it there, since I’m not sending out invitations. News that I am already married will no doubt leak out anyway, so I’m glad you’re putting “recently.” Dick Baugham1—I don’t know if you remember him, but he was a few years behind me, at the Unitarian church, Amherst, med. school, etc., & is now over here—came up to see Ted & me & said he’d just read the Townsman announcement of my engagement2 & here I was married. That sort of thing. I dont think it really matters too much, though.

            I am going through a very trying time just now which is why I haven’t written—from those gruelling two weeks of interviews about my marriage and being down with a sinus cold & slipped disk, work has piled up so hugely that it seems I have to read all of medieval poetry & write a long paper, plus do my weekly philosophy essays all before December 7th. There have been times where I’ve felt terribly tired—if I can just plod to that glorious day, my whole life will come together & I can work through my blessed 5 weeks vacation at leisure—(but right now it seems as if I’ll never be free of this weight of back-work). All demands have come at the same time—I have to prohibit myself from going over to our flat on 55 Eltisley Avenue because I want so much to fix up the hideous kitchen, which we will paint all light blue & fix the scabrous ceiling. I have not been able to resist doing work on the living room with dear Ted: I wish you could see it! It has dark brown woodwork, & Ted painted the walls a heavenly shade of light blue; he painted the floors black (which I scrubbed) & we bought four beautiful 6 foot 6 boards and Ted sawed them to fit our homemade “built-in” bookcase—I painted 40 firebricks to hold up the bookcase light blue to match the wall, and we are both awed by the beauty of our room now, with my Braque over the mantel, & our big comfortable 2nd hand sofa, & the color-combination is dark brown, light blue with cheerful bright yellow accents on pillows & lampshades. You see my dilemma—I’m just dying to fix up the house & take care of my wonderful Ted, who has been going to his job all week, but I must fight my homemaking instinct & work for another gruelling week without stop. Then I will get a van to move my heavy stuff Friday, and we will go out to Miller’s for a luxurious celebrating dinner with white wine & smoked salmon & partridge and at last begin our life together which we have been fighting for for so long. We looked back on the last six months as a kind of marathon—really no rest & peace in our own place except for a few weeks in Spain, which was complicated by worry about money, jobs, separation, etc. I feel we have had every disadvantage at the start—no money coming in, no jobs, and a large load of uncertainty; I think we deserve every bit of good fortune we get from now on—we work so hard all the time; but just being with Ted is a blessed relaxation & peace for me, no matter what I’m doing.

            I am so proud of Ted. He has just walked into this job and the boys evidently are just fascinated by him; he says he terrifies them, and then is nice, & with his natural sense of the dramatic, can interest them & have them eating out of his hand; he brings home their compositions & exams to correct & reads them aloud to me—I get such a touching picture of those individual simple little minds. Ted says they loved some ballads by WH Auden he read them, yelled for him to do them over, & then he told them to write 8 lines of a story-ballad; they did, & very enthusiastically—and these are all candidates for juvenile delinquents. Ted teaches math, social studies, english, dramatics, art & just everything—on a very simple level, of course, but thus even more demanding for a brilliant intellect like his; he seems very happy about the job, & will get paid over vacation etc. You should see him—he gets books on Russian history, on the Jews, on the Nazis out of the library—the boys are very interested in these topics, & Ted can just absorb knowledge in no time. I am convinced he is a genius. We have such lovely hours together; I just long to be over in our own house, cooking & keeping it in order for him & packing delicious lunches for him. We read, discuss poems we discover, talk, analyze—we continually fascinate each other. It is heaven to have someone like Ted who is so kind, & honest, & brilliant & always stimulating me to study, think, draw & write–he is better than any teacher, even fills somehow that huge sad hole I felt having no father–I feel every day how wonderful he is and love him more and more. My whole life has suddenly a purpose; I really am convinced he is the only person in the world I could ever love; my demands are so high—for health, brilliance, creativity, faithfulness—all those qualities that seldom, if ever, go together & he has all & much more. We look so forward to hearing from you on Dec. 9th at 8 pm our time.

            Much, much love – your own

sivvy

            <on the return address side of letter>

            PS: am sending / $32. of checks under separate cover.

            
               1 – Richard DeWeese Baughman (1934–    ); B.A. 1955, Amherst College; M.D. 1960, Harvard University.

               2 – ‘Sylvia Plath Is Betrothed to Mr. Hughes’, The Townsman (8 November 1956): 4.

            

            

            
TO Aurelia Schober Plath


            Thursday 29 November 19561

            TLS, Indiana University

            Thursday, also

            Dearest mother …

            Enclosed please find $32 in the form of three checks to deposit to my account, which I’ll change to a joint account when we come over. I just sent off Ted’s book of poems to the contest this week, to be judged by WH Auden, Stephen Spender & Marianne Moore—all of whom, ironically, I’ve met at one time or another. If they don’t pick Ted’s book to be published they are all crazy. It is 51 pages of vital, disciplined, brilliant, rich poetry.

            I was most moved by your account of Steve Clark,2 & couldn’t resist putting a letter in with this about him. I suddenly “felt myself into” his state where he must feel, as I felt, only a little over three years ago, that there is no way out for him scholastically. I wish you could somehow concentrate on him–have him over alone for a weekend, get him to talk, break down whatever sick reserve & terror he has & even get him to let go and cry. If you think you can, use me as an example. I’m sure he thinks that even though I went to a mental hospital, I never had any trouble about marks. Well, tell him I went through 6 months where I literally couldn’t read, felt I couldn’t take courses at Smith, even the regular program, because of my badly planned course-program, and felt I wouldn’t be admitted to a place like B.U. because, paradoxically, they demanded more set subject requirements, which I just didn’t have. Tell him I went back without a scholarship for my half year. I know only too well how it is to have nothing anybody says help. I would have felt almost better if people had not tried to be optimistic when I honestly believed there was no hope of studying & thinking; I am sure he is not that badly off. Find out what his marks are. Is he in danger of failing? If not, tell him that (even in our competitive American society) while marks may get scholarships, people are judged by very different standards in life; if he tries to enjoy his studies (I assume he is now taking some courses he likes), he will be enriched throughout life; try to give him a life-perspective: to walk out in nature maybe & show him the trees are the same through all the sorrowful people who have passed under them, that the stars remain, and that, as you once wrote me, he must not let fear of marks blind him to the one real requirement of life: an openness to what is lovely, among all the rest that isn’t. Get him to go easy on himself; show him that people will love & respect him without ever asking what marks he has gotten. I remember I was terrified that if I wasn’t successful writing that no one would find me interesting or valuable.

            Get him to see that he must like his work for itself first; let him work, but tell him to force himself, every time he does a paper or exam, to think: whatever mark I may get, I liked this, and that; I have discovered such and such; I am that much richer whatever the examiners may think. Marks have no doubt become the black juggernaut of his life; do not try to be over-optimistic, because that will only make him lose trust in you. Take him aside, agree with him about the problem; even if it is dark. Start from the bottom; if he is not failing, tell him how good that is. If he likes any subject, tell him how important that is. If he gets despairing or frantic & thinks he can’t work or think, give him some ritual phrase to repeat sternly to himself: let him be gentle in his demands; tell himself he has as much right to work and be at Harvard as anyone. If he is worried about money, tell him a job on the Cape can help earn much. If he can manage it, tell him to work part-time, and study over the summer at more leisure. Tell him he can always re-apply for scholarship; that personality & character-references matter as much as marks. Even if he goes to a med school with lower reputation, He can be a fine doctor. I know med-student bar-tenders on the cape who earn up to $1000 a summer.

            Above all, don’t try to be rosy; start from what he thinks is the situation, no matter how black; show him how much worse it could be; use me as an example—I thought no university would ever accept someone who couldn’t read, who hadn’t had the requisite courses; I thought my life was ruined because no one would employ a girl without a university degree. Now, if he is not failing, surely he will get a degree. That is of first importance.

            Tell him, if you think it will help, that you wrote me he was concerned about marks, and that I only want to share some of my own experience with him; that I thought and fully believed for almost a year that that my case was utterly hopeless; tell him (if he says—oh, she has a Fulbright & always got good marks) that I had to go back without a scholarship to Smith & took only 3 courses, because I was afraid I couldn’t even read for them. He surely must be better off than I was! Do ask him out alone & talk straight out with him. It is better he should break down & cry, if he has to. I think psychiatrists are often too busy to devote the right sort of care to this; they so seldom have time to get in deep & blither about father & mother relationships when some common sense stern advice about practical things & simple human intuition can accomplish much. I am sure you could help Steve, and I only wish I was there to take over for a time. Don’t let him go around trying to cover what he thinks is a black pit of failure in himself; get him to talk it out, to say how black it is; agree where it seems close to true (marks are very important to scholarships etc. don’t minimize this). He will trust you if you treat his problems as real ones. The thing to do, if possible, is to make him understand that his love of his work is what matters to him, no matter what the examiners say. If he can have joy in his work, instead of having it go bitter because he is manipulating it for marks & not getting them, that will be good. Let him go slowly, step by step. First to like his work for itself no matter how many relapses he has to fearing bad marks. When he dies, his marks will not be written on his gravestone; if he has loved a book, been kind to someone, enjoyed a certain color in the sea; that is the thing that will show whether he has lived.

            He probably feels something like a hypocrite, as I did—that he is not worth the money & faith his parents have put in him, and that more & more this will be revealed (by things like losing his scholarship). Show him how much chance he still has—is he a sophomore or junior? Help advise his summer plans. But don’t be rosy; be tough & practical; get him to be happy with a minimum—what he now has; show him the various ways he can work himself up from there. Do invite him over. And tell me more details about him. I wish you would sort of give him as much time & energy as you can through this time – adopt him for my sake & (like the Cantors did) have him over, show you love him & demand nothing of him but the least he can give.

            xx

Sivvy

            
               1 – Date supplied from internal evidence.

               2 – Probably Stevens Hall Clarke; B.A. 1958, Harvard; LL.B. 1966, Columbia. Clarke was a guest of the Plaths for Thanksgiving, 1954.

            

            
TO Aurelia Schober Plath


            Tuesday 4 December 1956

            TLS (aerogramme),

Indiana University

            Tuesday, December 4,

            Dearest mother …

            What a miraculous creature you are! As if it weren’t enough to drive a car, jaunt about Europe in the summer, you now are conquering TV! I am so proud; you will do much better before the camera than ever I would have done, with your poise & ease from teaching. I am overjoyed that dear Mr. Crockett1 is getting public tribute. It is rare people like him who influence, very deeply, the whole course and spirit of people’s lives. I shall write a few inadequate lines towards the end of this. I feel very humble; he is really saintlike.

            You were darling to send the recipes and the stamps. I only hope the packages won’t take all your energy & money! Ted & I are just gritting our teeth until this week is over; I have a paper to write this morning,2 then another cram of reading & paper to write thursday; Friday I’ll call a moving van. Saturday night we’re going for a celebrating dinner to Miller’s for duck (where we went with dear Betty & Duane that time). We’ll be home all Sunday, eager to hear from you at 8. I just got my SAILING DATE confirmed! We leave England on the Queen Elizabeth June 20th, the day my Fulbright ends! So we should be in NYC about June 25th. I never thought I would be so overjoyed about anything; to see the blessed Statue of Liberty & the lovely rock-crystal towers of Manhattan side by side with Ted is my favorite dream now. The fare is phenomenal—£72 for Ted; we’ll try to pay the £15 deposit this month; but it will be a long haul; the visa costs £9, and our year was really knocked by the £22 dentist bill & the £ 46 tailor’s bill for Ted—both necessities in their own way. However, we still have about $100 due for our poems, so we’ll cash it here. Ted will be earning a regular salary now each week & my Fulbright, after January, will be free to use for our rent & food expenses.

            Of course, while I am cramming this week, I am distracted by dozens of practical thoughts and plans. I really think it would be inadvisable, after all, to spend my first year teaching at Smith, even if they did ask me back; I have written Mary Ellen Chase. It would be rather like taking your first job working for pay from your mother—a rather uneasy ambivalence, wondering how much praise or criticism came out of love, how much out of impersonal standards of work. I’d much rather prove myself and get confidence at a place which wasn’t already so biased in my favor—this month I’ll apply for Ted to teach creative writing at Harvard (the one place in that faculty where they don’t require PhDs,) and see if I can get a position at Radcliffe, Tufts, or some such; it would be a heavenly dream to live in the other Cambridge, so close to home. CROSS your fingers! 

            Ted has just had another poem accepted by the Nation for publication sometime before Xmas (it is called “Roarers In a Ring”,3 set in a pub on the moors on Xmas eve): this is the 3rd they’ve bought from him! I’m so proud. Also, and keep this under your hat, the woman at the Atlantic Monthly Press children’s dept.4 was very interested in his animal fables & said that although, as they stand, they need to be specifically simplified for children, she would be delighted if Ted were willing to try to rewrite them; she sent a fine letter5 with suggestions (we’ll have to use the Aldrich children to test stories until we have our own). So Ted is re-writing them this vacation. We are hoping a published book will be the result, if she likes the re-write. We now have 20 manuscripts out between us! I can’t wait till vacation to enjoy, for the first time, our own home!

            Turn over for some words on Mr. Crockett – very inadequate – but sincerely meant – do add or subtract, as you think best.

            “I only regret that I am not able to be with you today in person to give tribute to Mr. Crockett. Yet it is actually due to Mr. Crockett that I am over here in Cambridge (England) at all, for it was he who first described the beauties of this university town to me and said “You must study there.”6 How many of us, I wonder, can in a similar way trace back our choice of college or career, our search after “the best that has been thought and said”,7 and even the very principles of integrity that guide us, to our experience in Mr. Crockett’s classes—an experience of inquiry and discovery not confined within classroom walls, but reaching deeply into our minds and hearts; an experience outlasting the limits of any school year and lighting us through the rest of our lives. Lovingly, and relentlessly, because lovingly, Mr. Crockett demanded the best of us. And if we discovered abilities and interests we never knew we had, it is he who awakened us to them. If we made dreams become realities, it is because of his daily encouragement and unceasing inspiration. His rare wisdom and insight cannot be calculated with tape-measurers; his generous kindness and concern for his pupils cannot be weighed by our inadequate words. Suffice it to say that again and again through the years, whether in thought or in person, we all come back to him. And we come back with the warmest admiration, gratitude, and love. I feel that I can speak for all of us who have ever sat, discussing and debating, about Mr. Crockett’s round-table when I say that Mr. Crockett is far more than the Teacher of the Year: he is the teacher of a lifetime.”

            You must report to me how all goes: what is said, etc. I can’t wait to have Ted meet Mr. Crockett. I will write all these good people Christmas letters this next week. Good luck.

            Much love,

Sivvy

            PS – The quote about the “best thought & said” is Matthew Arnolds’s8 definition of culture.

            
               1 – Wilbury A. Crockett (1913–94); SP’s English teacher at Wellesley High School (formerly Gamaliel Bradford Senior High School), 1947–50; lived at 82 Forest Street, Wellesley, Mass., with his wife Vera M. Crockett, and their children Deborah L. and Stephen Crockett.

               2 – Sylvia Plath, ‘Literature Versus Dogma’, 4 December 1956; held by Lilly Library.

               3 – See Robert Hatch to TH, 27 November 1956; held by Emory University. Ted Hughes, ‘Roarers In a Ring’, The Nation (22 December 1956): 543.

               4 – American author Emilie Warren McLeod (1926–82); children’s book editor at the Atlantic Monthly Press, 1956–76, associate director, 1976–82.

               5 – Emilie McLeod to Ted Hughes, 28 November 1956; held by Lilly Library.

               6 – See The Journals of Sylvia Plath (London: Faber, 2000), 147–8. According to SP’s calendar, she visited Wilbury Crockett on Saturday, 20 September 1952.

               7 – Matthew Arnold, Culture and Anarchy: An Essay in Political and Social Criticism (London: Smith, Elder & Co., 1869); SP quotes from the preface: ‘… culture being a pursuit of our total perfection by means of getting to know, on all the matters which most concern us, the best which has been thought and said in the world …’ (viii).

               8– British poet Matthew Arnold (1822–88).

            

            
TO Aurelia Schober Plath


            Monday 10 December 1956

            TLS (aerogramme),

Indiana University

            Monday morning

December 10, 1956

            Dearest mother …

            It was so incredible to hear your voice last night—filling our little hallway; I felt very homesick afterwards, though. I do hope we can all see a great deal of each other this next summer; I look so forward to coming home now; our house, our yard, the cape—all looks like a dream of eden to me from here; I will certainly appreciate every little thing from central heating to hygenic kitchens with a new and chastened eye! Warren’s voice was so low over the phone it was very hard to make out what he was saying. Do thank the Aldriches for making it possible to call. I miss you & Warren so much. I don’t know what I’d do without Ted; he is so thoughtful and loving that it is simply amazing. I saw him off this morning for the first time to work (he goes on my bike, it’s about a 20 minute trip) after a good breakfast of fried eggs, bread & butter, cold roast beef & coffee. He is such a wonderful person, I can hardly bear to have him away for the whole day. Those boys must just adore him; he has got them enthusiastically writing little ballads like WH Auden’s, reads them Robert Frost,1 and tells them about the history of Russia, of the Jews, America, bull fights—everything. He is staying after school tonight to start rehearsals for some little miracle plays they are putting on. It is so lucky he got such a good job this queer time of year, which means he’ll get paid a good bit before Christmas, to help with our many bills. Do tell everyone I’m writing Christmas letters this week—dear Mrs. Freeman sent a check for $10 and Dot, Joe & Grampy2 $20. It all helps so much, & I will write them very soon.

            I have to finish writing my Chaucer paper today; we both really were exhausted after this last week—I spent all Friday packing at Whitstead, helping load things on the van, and cleaning house and unpacking here. The living room is lovely now, with the light blue walls, big rather dirty blue patterned sofa (very comfortable) facing the coal fireplace, Braque still life over the dark brown wood mantel, brown & yellow blanket over the cot3 under the three windows in front, one nice carved wood cabinet with books & bowl of fruit under mirror, and huge 5 shelved bookcase (shelves 6 feet 6 inches long!) we built with fire bricks, also painted to match walls. Yellow pillows, tablecloth & lampshades make it very sunny. We do our eating & writing in here. The little scruffy kitchen is next on the list to clean up; I hope to scrape off the dirty paint & paint it all light blue next weekend & put in gay red & white checked oilcloth over things. I will have a fine chance to catch up on reading this vacation, and to write, so don’t worry. Ted is so helpful about my studying; he knows all the literature in English there is, and will help me so much on learning how to date things. I am so happy with our little flat; your cooking things came in so handy—especially the copper scrubbers & rubber scrapers & blessed carrot scraper. I use them all the time; Ted is so happy with his brief case. By the way, do tell me if you included a hairbrush in his shaving kit (that is what you are sending, isn’t it?) If not, I want to get him one. The poor dear needs so much—if ever you want to send shirts, his neck size is 16½ & size large. I’m getting him little things for Christmas, & waiting till January sales for big things, like a wool bathrobe. Today I’ll go out & get cookie sheets. It is cold enough in the pantry to be an icebox, but I have no regulator on the oven heat, so I never know how hot it is. I’ll be eager to try my first baking & see how intuition works. 

            You can imagine how wonderful it is to stay in Cambridge after all our summer travels. Even in this cold gray weather, the peace of not packing & living & eating out is so nice. I’ll really rest now, and work steadily. Unless we get a book or a big story accepted, we most likely will hardly be able to save anything toward next summer, because Ted’s ship fare bulks so big now. I am going to try writing for the women’s magazines this vacation again. I never really worked constantly at it, and I got nice letters from every editor I sent to. Once I could establish that as an income, we’d be fine, what with two teaching salaries coming in. We have sent you off an Xmas present but it may come late; we’ll send Warren a little something, too, but it will be late. We have been so harried up to now we haven’t been able to do anything but work & eat. For the first time in 6 months our lives are coming together in a kind of calm; we have really fought for this through some grim times—only a month ago, Ted was trudging about looking for a job, I did’nt know if Newnham would keep me on, & we weren’t sure of a flat. Now that is all set and after we pay these bills, we’ll be more at ease. I only hope you rest now over the vacation and are plump and healthy when we come home in June. We’ll want to stay in the house at least a week or two before going down to the Cape. I will get Ted’s visa and all the hundreds of triplicate documents off by the end of this month, along with applications for teaching positions. When we get jobs, we can see about an apartment before we go to the Cape for the summer. I got a dear letter from Frank and Louise,4 all about their amazing new house; it sounds like a palace. After a year, perhaps two, teaching & saving money in America, Ted & I dream of spending a whole year in sunny Italy writing; by then, maybe one of us will have a writing grant. Do write us often. We do so love to hear from you. Ted is the most wonderful man that ever lived – far above any dreams I ever had!

            much much love,

Sivvy

            
               1 – American poet Robert Frost (1874–1963).

               2 – Frank Schober (1880–1965); maître d’hôtel at Brookline Country Club; SP’s maternal grandfather.

               3 – SP uses ‘cot’ here probably to mean a plain, narrow collapsable (movable) bed.

               4 – Louise Bowman Schober (1920–2002); married SP’s uncle Frank Richard Schober (1919–2009) on 27 June 1942; SP was flower girl at the wedding.

            

            

            
TO Edith & William Hughes


            Monday 10 December 19561

            ALS, Family owned

            55 Eltisley Avenue

Cambridge

Monday morning

            Dear Ted’s mother & dad –

            I’ve just seen Ted off after a good breakfast of fried eggs, cold roast beef, bread & butter and coffee, and finished picking up the house. It is so wonderful to be here at last after this hectic month! I moved in Friday & got a big British railways van to move all my heavy things for a few shillings. I’m so glad everything is at last settled until this June – our nice flat, Ted’s fine job, & my grant & study at Newnham. I am so proud of Ted & his job – those little boys must just love him; he has got them writing little ballads, & acting little plays; he teaches them everything from maths, to history of Russia & about bull fights – speaking of bull fights, Ted wanted me to ask you to please send this little pamphlet on bulls he left in his room – he says he thinks it’s over the mantel in his room – it has a picture of a bullfighter on it. The boys want to build a bull-ring out of cardboard! I’m sure having Ted as a teacher will be something they’ll remember all their lives – he’s so handsome & strong, too – not like most teachers; they really admire him!

            I am finishing my last paper for this term now & will be glad to study & write in my own time this next month. Ted is writing another good story & more poems. Did he tell you the editor of the publishing company liked his animal fables very much & asked him to revise them some more for children (parts of them were a bit too bloodthirsty) – & we hope after he revises them they will be pleased enough to buy it & publish it – it looks promising & the editor send a lovely helpful letter. Keep your fingers crossed! We look so forward to coming up to be with you over Christmas!

            Much love to you both –

Sylvia

            
               1 – Date supplied from internal evidence.

            

            

            
TO Marion Freeman


            c. Wednesday 12 December 19561

            ALS in greeting card,2

Smith College

            <printed greeting>

            WITH ALL GOOD WISHES FOR CHRISTMAS / AND THE NEW YEAR / from

            <signed>

            sylvia

            Dearest aunt marion …

            How Ted & I loved your beautiful letter which described with such lovely colors the airport & scenes of my childhood home (it made me see it all so vividly again, & be a bit homesick). And then your generous wedding gift! You may imagine, it is rather difficult to start housekeeping from scratch – (luckily our flat is furnished) so I’ll have to wait with most things till we come home next June – but Ted & I did go out & buy one of our favorite Braque reproductions – a still life, & had it framed to have over our mantel – I’m sure you would like it – all muted shades of rich browns, yellows & greens – it hangs in a place-of-honor above our mantel. I can’t wait to bring Ted home in June! We are so happy in our little flat, which we painted & decorated, building in a huge 6-foot bookcase and all. Ted is the dearest, kindest, handsomest husband ever. He is looking so forward to meeting you – I’ve told him so much about my home & friends. He’s teaching English here now at a boy’s school & writing a book of children’s animal stories – maybe Ruth’s baby3 will be old enough to appreciate them when we come home –

            Love from us both & warmest thanks for your dear card & gift –

            sylvia

            
               1 – Date supplied from internal evidence.

               2 – Christmas card produced by K. J. Bredon.

               3 – Ruth Prescott Geissler (1933–    ); B.A. 1955, University of Massachusetts at Amherst; SP’s childhood friend from Winthrop, Mass.; married Arthur Geissler, Jr (1932–2013); degree in Business Administration 1954, University of Massachusetts at Amherst; SP was maid of honour at their wedding on 11 June 1955. Ruth and Arthur Geissler had four children: Susan (1956–    ); Joan (1957–    ); William (1958–    ); and David (1960–    ).

            

            

            
TO Peter Davison1


            c. Wednesday 12 December 19562

            ALS in greeting card3 (photocopy),

Yale University

            <printed greeting>

            WITH ALL GOOD WISH FOR CHRISTMAS / AND THE NEW YEAR / from

            <signed>

            sylvia

            Dear Peter …

            After a hectic term of papers & protocol Ted & I are now married & living in our own flat – writing furiously & applying for teaching jobs together – (Ted’s now teaching English & drama at a Cambridge boys school). Ann Hopkins4 mentioned some jobs open for intermediate writing courses at Harvard for which Howard Mumford Jones5 is judging. So Ted wrote him credentials on off chance. We sail for home on June 20 & hope to write solidly all summer before starting jobs where & whenever –

            Best Christmas wishes from us both –

            Sylvia

            
               1 – Peter Hubert Davison (1928–2004), American poet, assistant editor at Harcourt, Brace & Co., 1953–5; assistant to the director at Harvard University Press, 1955–6; editor at the Atlantic Monthly Press, 1956–85; dated SP in 1955. Davison married SP’s Smith housemate Jane Truslow in 1959; father of Edward Angus and Lesley Truslow.

               2 – Date supplied from internal evidence.

               3 – Christmas card produced by K. J. Bredon.

               4 – Ann Hopkins; resident of Cambridge, Mass.; summer resident of Martha’s Vineyard; friend of Peter Davison and SP.

               5 – American intellectual historian Howard Mumford Jones (1892–1980).

            

            
TO Elinor Friedman Klein1


            Saturday 15 December 1956

            TLS in greeting card,2 Smith College

            <printed greeting>

            WITH ALL GOOD WISHES FOR CHRISTMAS / AND THE NEW YEAR / from

            <signed>

            sylvia 

            <drawing of a woman’s head and three stars>

            Dearest Elly …

            Forgive this delinquent. But it has taken me all this time to get through papers, protocol etc. & at last am married, with Fulbright, still at Newnham,& living in this first floor flat we scrubbed, painted & just finished building in a 6foot6 huge bookcase. We loved the Paddy Chayefsky book;3 if Ted ever gets a TV play accepted it will be you sent inspiration. Life was very grim this term– us not knowing about if I could stay on, keep grant, get flat, or Ted find job. After interviews & much rain, one flat fell open, one job teaching English & drama to semi-cretin boys opened the day Ted applied. We work, we thrive. Ted keeps getting poems accepted by the Nation (3 so far), Poetry, & one to the Atlantic Mo. I told poetry mag to let you know when my 6 come out this winter;4 look up somewhere & see if you like. Ted’s revising the children’s fables (the Atlantic Press liked, but wants much revision & waits till it’s done for verdict). No prose bought yet. Blood, sweat. Please write us. How you are. O 17. Such salad days. What is playing on Broadway? Etc.

            With love & merry Christmas from us both …

            sylvia

            
               1 – Elinor Linda Friedman Klein (1934–    ); B.A. 1956, Smith College; SP’s friend.

               2 – Christmas card produced by K. J. Bredon.

               3 – Paddy Chayefsky, Television Plays (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1955); SP’s copy held by Lilly Library.

               4 – Sylvia Plath, ‘Two Sisters of Persephone’, ‘Metamorphosis’, ‘Wreath for a Bridal’, ‘Strumpet Song’, ‘Dream with Clam-Diggers’, and ‘Epitaph for Fire and Flower’, Poetry 89 (January 1957), 231–7.

            

            
TO Marcia B. Stern1


            Saturday 15 December 1956

            TLS in greeting card,2 Smith College

            <printed greeting>

            With all Good Wishes / for Christmas / and the Coming Year

            <signed>

            much love, / sylvia → / (inside) 

            Saturday, December 15, ’56

            Dearest Marty…

            At last, at last! Believe it or not, I have been mentally writing you letter after letter all this past hectic term, but had to wait till this week & all papers, protocol and sundries were over. Your fine letter and the wonderful color shot came this morning & was like eating a Christmas plum-cake. My wanderlust (which I thought was inexhaustible) came to an end with a rapid bang after this summer of lugging pack on back to London, Paris, all through Madrid (bull-fights, roast pig) to an incredible lovely little Spanish resort fishing village a couple of hours down from Valencia where from the huge white house I lived in (with its own fig tree & grape arbor) I could see a minute corner of the blazing Mediterranean for the 5 weeks I lived, swam wrote & sunned there. I’m enclosing3 a bad article with some drawings I did of the place; I’ve started drawing again, these queer blocky little sketches & it is a good feeling.

            How I got through one paragraph without telling you my enormous news shows how disciplined I’ve become! I am, wonder of wonders, married! I have been so frantic with work, official interviews & moving out of Whitstead into the new apartment I haven’t had a chance to write a soul except mother. His name is Ted (Edward James) Hughes and he is the most magnificent man ever. I can’t wait for you to meet him. We’re coming home at the end of next June (he’s a roaring hulking Yorkshireman & this will be his first time in America; we’re both crossing our fingers that we can get teaching jobs together in New England). I can’t really describe how all this happened—I simply couldn’t imagine myself married, at least not to anybody I’d ever met. And then one blustery Saturday night last winter I walked into this wild literary party given for a new magazine—I’d read it, & was awestruck and admiring of one poet’s poems. I met all the other writers—little scrawny midgets, & saw this great looming ferocious man across the room. “Who’s he?” said I. Well, he is now my husband. Ironically, he’d read some of my poems before meeting me, & there was a sudden sound of hurricanes in my ears & I just knew. I went off on a horrid mad spring vacation—sketching in Paris, going to Rome with Gordon,4 and Venice, & breaking off with everybody I knew. I flew back from Rome to London on a black Friday the 13th in April, & we haven’t been apart a day since. I found Ted living in a condemned London slum (where Dylan Thomas used to stay) & working as a reader for J. Arthur Rank, saving money to go to Australia. He was very simply the only man I’ve ever met whom I never could boss; he’d bash my head in. We had the most incredible spring in Cambridge—Ted is a crack shot & fisherman, discus thrower & can read horoscopes like a professional; he shoots rabbits & I stew them. Oh he is a lovely one. Both of us write like fury & are each others best critics. He started me writing & drawing again after a bad winter & I am his secretary & his American agent. He’s got enthusiastic acceptances of his poems (3) from the Nation, Poetry (Chicago) and we’ve both got a poem each accepted by the Atlantic Monthly; I’m getting 6, miracle of miracles published in Poetry magazine this January I think, so take a look & see if you like. We both will have books of poems, about 50 apiece, ready to try for publishing this year & Ted is revising a book of children’s animal fables the Atlantic Press is nicely interested in—it is all much work & more typing & huge postage, but we have our fingers crossed. It has been a grim, bleak semester—there was a time of Ted & me trudging desolately around in the rain not knowing if the Fulbright would keep on, or Victorian Newnham college keep me, after marriage, & hunting for a flat & job for Ted at this unlikely time of year; no money either & many bills. Well, it all ended with blessings: I’m the only married undergraduate, woman, in Cambridge (they don’t think you can cook & cogitate at the same time, generally) on my lovely grant, & we found a cheap flat right on the edge of the Granchester meadows, with river & cows & a job opened for Ted teaching English & drama to a secondary modern boys school of near cretins—about 13 to 14 years (many borderline juvenile delinquents) & he is great at it—terrifies them into admiration, has them writing Audenesque ballads, reading Russian history, building bullrings in cardboard, etc. He & Mike5 should have a lot of notes to compare!

            Anyway, we got this old flat for about $11 per week because the old couple kept falling on their heads, poor things, and had to go to a home. It was an ungodly mess, filthy dirty (England’s history is literally written in dust) & painted the yellow shade of spoiled pears. Well, we scrubbed, while I was writing my last term papers, painted the livingroom (nice & big) pale blue, bought a huge comfortable 2nd hand dingy blue sofa, yellow lampshades & pillows, dark brown woodwork & furniture (it’s all furnished, luckily; we have nothing to our name but a wood coffee table, travel rug & very sharp steak knife). We painted myriads of fire bricks to match the walls & got good pine boards & built a 5-shelved bookcase 6 & ½ feet long, on which our growing book collection is stocked—very fine, our one wealth—I’ve got a $100 book allowance this year & will use every bit. Your place sounds like heaven. If only you could imagine how grim England is in winter! I am actually continually cramped in a shivering lump by the coal fire in the livingroom to keep warm. We have to heat hot water by coal fire if we want it in 2 hours, & even then, my breath comes out in great white puffs & tinkles in icicles to the floor when I take my weekly ordeal bath. Nothing ever gets dry or clean; no iceboxes (one really doesn’t need them) & everything falls apart in your hands—carpet sweepers, plumbing pipes, wiring. Oh God Bless America, land of the Cookiesheet, Central Heating & Frozen Orange Juice!

            I can’t wait to get home. Ted is staunchly British, but I am hoping that he will see the enormous difference in America & want to settle there eventually. England is no place to bring up children—bad teeth, lousy dentists, careless overworked Mds. It is, really, a dead country. Ted has been lucky earning free-lance money (fabulous rates, about $3 a minute!) reading Yeats for the BBc 3rd program & some of his own poetry; as a result of the latter, a terrific bloody powerful poem on the martyrdom of a bishop he got a serious invitation to join some unpronounceable Baron’s geurilla forces fighting in the mountains in Hungary. Thank God he is going to keep on writing; he served two years in the RAf, so that’s over. He is incredibly exactly the sort of person I’ve always needed but never thought could exist all in one frame—a big, 6 foot 2 strong brute with dark hair, in great unwieldy amounts, & green-blue-brown eyes, depending on weather, & sings ballads, knows all Shakespeare by heart; we read aloud, hike, write & you know all about how magnificent it is to have someone, one someone who speaks the perfectly same language & learns all the time with you so each day there is more & more to share & look at & love. Well it is great & beautiful. We will always no doubt be very poor, but we had a Mediterranean summer on just nothing, vomiting back across the choppy channel without a shilling to stay with Ted’s dear parents in the Yorkshire moors, hiking to Wuthering Heights & eating rabbits, wild rabbits. It can sound idyllic, because the important part is, but materially I am a shivering housefrau waging a day to day battle against cold & dirt. O how I long to be home & walk from room to room without mufflers, snowboots & mittens, to bake cookies (my little oven has no regulator) & use frozen foods. I must say, I have lived in the most unlikely dumps & on so little it often stuns me. I would love it if you would give me a brief refresher course when I get home next June about prices, how to make economies and so on and so on. The cost of living there will probably turn me blue at first!

            Ideally, ideally, we’d like to live in your Cambridge & work teaching in Cambridge or Boston, but God knows. I’m not so worried about my getting a job, because I’ve got American credentials, but Ted might be harder, because he only had 2 years of English at Cambridge (gets an automatic MA this year) and took Archaology & Anthropology his last year; he wants to teach college-age people, because the free hours for writing are better. We’ll see. It would be so wonderful if we could live in Cambridge, too. I am unbelievably hungry for home & news of everyone. I’m so happy about Carol6 & your mother. My mother had a hard time last winter & spring with my dear grammy7 dying very slowly and terribly & bravely of cancer. My grandfather is just lost without her, & my marriage is the main thing that keeps mother going alone in the little house; but she is a new woman! I feel I have suddenly found a mother. A friend left her a small sum in a will, & she came to Europe for the first time last summer—I showed her London & Cambridge & tried to get her rested after the ordeal of grammy’s funeral; Ted & I took her to Paris (she loves Ted dearly, it is wonderful) & she was like a young girl—taking pictures, drinking wine, etc. She then left us to go to Austria & pay a pilgrimage to all grammy’s relatives there & see the places where grammy lived when she was little. Mummy is suddenly become flexible & getting healthily self-concerned—entertaining, driving to work. I am so proud. Funny, how one ends up wanting to re-educate one’s parents. I was concerned so much at one time, & now she is making a life at the age of 50. I’ll be glad when Ted & I are in America, sharing some of our active life with her. Warren met Ted, too, in Paris (Warrie got an Experiment fellowship to Austria for the summer, & in his senior year at Harvard is president of the German club & almost, I gather, bi-lingual—his subject is fascinating, but incomprehensible to me—linguistics, with a combination of math & psychology—a really new field, & rare combination; most language majors can’t add a sum & vice versa). Warren & Ted get along fine too. I am convinced Ted is the only man in the world I could ever speak to with my whole self or love and day by day it gets better & richer. We work, & are generally by ourselves writing when we’re not studying, me, or teaching, he. He thought your picture was great & we’re both very eager to see you & Mike. Where will you be next summer?

            Do write soon again. I love hearing from you, about you, & the little items of news about the people we know. Two years is a long time away; Ted & I plan to work hard in America a year or two, go back to Italy or Spain a year to write concentratedly, & probably then start an enormous family. You know, once you’re over here, the world looks so small! Cambridge boys went to Budapest during the riots; African trips, Israeli trips, etc. during the summer. Cambridge is full of foreigners–Scandinavians, Indians, Negroes of all sorts: the debates raging here since the ghastly bombing of Egypt by A. Eden were furious; we have our own Communist cell in Cambridge—most members breaking up over the hungarian crisis.

            Well, we’ll be arriving in blessed NYC around the 25th of June, staying in Wellesley a couple of weeks—I want Ted to meet relatives & friends—we had a perfectly quiet private London wedding (I was going to try & wait till this June & home, but gave up the ceremony & circumstance because it seemed absurd to postpone our forces working together for such a crucial half-year of our lives). Ted is just 26, & I am convinced will be the best poet since Yeats & Dylan Thomas. Eventually. He has got raging power & violence combined with amazing discipline & a great sense of humor. Oh my. If I sound slightly ecstatic it is only because for 6 months I’ve nudged & heaved through about every material problem there could be—money, inlaws, uncertainty, English dirt, and now, at last, we are in our own place, with our own grubby stove, & are very happy; peace, peace. I hope we get jobs in Massachusetts. It would be heavenly to be near you. I miss woman-talk. The English women are pathetic. Either blue-stocking cows or butterflies with frivolous hectic accents. My greatest woman friend is my philosophy instructor—a blazing brilliant South African jewish woman, incandescent with brilliance and creative and lovely. She gives me an extra hour each week & has been my salvation among the grotesque female dons at Newnham.

            If you have waded through all this you are amazing. Do write back soon. I can’t wait till June. Ted sends Christmas greetings & says hello too.

            Much love to you both –

sylvia

            
               1 – Early education specialist Marcia Brown Stern (1932–2012); B.A. 1954, sociology, Smith College; M.A., early childhood education, Lesley University; SP’s friend and roommate at Haven House during her sophomore year. Only child of Archibald L. and Carol Taylor Brown. Marcia Brown married Davenport Plumer III in 1954 (divorced 1969) and later married Ernest Stern in 1971. Corresponded with SP, 1951–63.

               2 – On Gaberbocchus Christmas card designed by Franciszka Themerson.

               3 – The article and drawings are no longer with the letter.

               4 – Gordon Ames Lameyer (1930–91); B.A. 1953, Amherst College; dated SP 1953–5; travelled with SP in Europe, April 1956. Gordon Lameyer was encouraged to date SP by his mother Helen Ames Lameyer (1894–1980); B.A. 1918, Smith College. Lameyer’s father, Paul Lameyer (1885–1960), was an artist; during World War II he was interned by the FBI at a camp for German-born US citizens.

               5 – Davenport Plumer III (‘Mike’; 1932–    ); B.A. 1955, Dartmouth College; married SP’s friend Marcia Brown on 15 June 1954 in Dartmouth, New Hampshire; SP served as bridesmaid; divorced 1969.

               6 – Carol Pierson Ryser (1932–2012); B.A. 1954, sociology, Smith College; SP’s friend and housemate at Haven House.

               7 – Aurelia Greenwood Schober (1887–1956); SP’s maternal grandmother.

            

            

            
TO Robert Gorham Davis1


            Monday 17 December 19562

            TLS (aerogramme),

Smith College Archives

            55 Eltisley Avenue

Cambridge, England

            Dear Mr. Davis,

            Greetings from Cambridge. As I write, the British winds are turning my fingers blue and in spite of a blazing coal fire, my breath hangs in white puffs on the frigid air.3 I’m at present studying for my final exams at Newnham College this coming June, when my two-year Fulbright grant is up. After many months spent in Paris, Spain and Italy, my wanderlust is, temporarily at least, cured, and I am most eager to return home.

            I’ll be coming back to Wellesley at the end of June, 1957, with my husband, who is a young British poet (at present teaching English at a secondary modern boys’ school here). Both of us hope to apply for teaching positions close together, and I wondered if there might be a vacancy in the English 11 staff for the year 1957-8; if so, I would be interested in applying. Writing goes well—the Atlantic has just bought a long poem,4 and a batch of six will be appearing in Poetry (Chicago) this January. My husband, Ted, is my best critic, very demanding, stimulating, but kind and most encouraging, too. Both of us are preparing books of about 50 poems each to send around to publishers this winter, and Ted is doing well in America, publishing in the Atlantic, the Nation, Poetry, and other magazines, and reading poetry free-lance for the BBC over here.

            Do let me know if you think there would be a possibility of my applying to teach on the English 11 staff next year. Warmest Christmas wishes to you and your wife …

            Sincerely,

Sylvia Plath Hughes

            
               1 – Robert Gorham Davis (1908–98); English professor, Smith College, 1943–58. Davis taught studies in style and form (English 247), a creative writing course completed by SP, 1952–3. SP also served on Honor Board with Davis, 1952–3. Married to the writer Hope Hale Davis (1903–2004).

               2 – Date supplied from postmark.

               3 – Cf. SP’s poem ‘To A Refractory Santa Claus’, which features similar imagery: ‘Where teeth / Don’t chatter, where breath / Never puts on the white disguise / Of freezer air.’

               4 – Sylvia Plath, ‘Pursuit’, Atlantic Monthly, January 1957, 65.

            

            

            
TO Aurelia Schober Plath


            Thursday 20 December 1956

            TLS in greeting card,1

Indiana University

            <printed greeting>

            With all Good Wishes / for Christmas / and the Coming Year

            <signed>

            much love – / sylvia and Ted / (see inside →)

            December 20, 1956

            Dearest mother …

            Well, here are enclosed a few of the best of the grisly proofs;2 Ted and I really don’t like them, considering ourselves much more beautiful—these are more like passport shots without imagination or sensitive lighting; in fact Ted hates them all. But I am sending them on to you until we have something better done, which we will do soon—this lady3 was an expensive crook. Tell me which one or two numbers, if any, you want made up—it’s part of the sitting price, four pictures, so you might as well have something while waiting for the rest if we can get a good one. If you want one with hands, I should think we could have the knotted monstrosities cut off & the picture shortened to head & shoulders. *Choose four different ones, if you want that many; keep the proofs till we find out if we have to have them back.

            We’ve already gotten two of your packages—a big one which is faithfully unopened, & the small one of cookies which, when Ted saw the label, couldn’t be kept till Christmas. The lovely little angel hangs up over our livingroom mirror & we christened the wonderful steak knives that very night. I do hope that we will get some presents on our arrival home; I shudder to think of items like pots & pans, sheets, towels, blankets & silver ware. We bought ourselves a huge cutting knife for bread & meat and a great Shorter Oxford Dictionary4 which is now our favorite book—for our own Christmas presents.

            I’m enclosing a check from dear Mrs. Prouty for $25 as an Xmas present to deposit in my account. Did you tell her I’m married & all? I just wrote her a long Christmas letter, and am finishing the last of those today. How did the TV program go? It is this coming Saturday, isn’t it? Or was. Ted & I are sending you, or have sent, a Christmas present which we hope will vividly remind you of some of the things you saw this summer; and a silly trifle to amuse Warren in another package. They may be late, but our thoughts are there.

            The Rice’s5 sent us the strangest Christmas card! Did you get one like it? Bilious green with oriental waves & an ominous rhyme of sorts full of mixed metaphors! Well, no doubt they have the best intentions!

            It is wonderful for both of us to be on vacation at last; we are just relaxing after the rigors of this past term. Ted is going for an interview in London in the first week in January about a job teaching two nights a week at an American Army Air Base near here which would double his salary. I hope it works out. We sure need the money. It should help his applications to teach in America too. We are hoping to get our grim scabrous hole-of-calcutta kitchen painted this week too; I won’t shudder aesthetically every time I enter it then, even if it’s frigid. Oh, how I secretly hope that Ted finds America the wonderland I feel it is and wants eventually to settle there—we’d both like a year writing in sunny Italy after one or two teaching, but I would never want to live in England or bring up children here; it is a dead, corrupt country. How I long to get home!

            We have gone out twice this week—once to a nice sherry part given by Wendy Christie,6 a very sweet mother of two children7 who listens in at my moralist supervisions; her husband8 died while they were here & she is South African, but staying on because of the good schools; Ted met several old dons of his from Pembroke who were evidently surprised at his change in circumstances—he was considered a wild ruffian in those old days, I guess. Tuesday night we went again to Wendy’s for the most delectable dinner imaginable with my dear lovely Dr. Krook, whom Ted met for the first time—just the 4 of us. We ate, drank wine, sherry, tea & coffee, feasted on chicken, rice & nut casserole, feathery breads, chocolate mousse & talked till 3 am. Then Wendy drove us all home in a dense wet blue moon-fog. Our manuscripts all hang fire. Best love to you & dear Warrie & grampy this Christmas. Next Christmas, joy of joys, Ted & I will be with you at last to celebrate. How I love your newsy letters—they’re good as plum-cakes! Take good care of yourself. I want to come home to a fat, rosy mummy!

            Love,

Sivvy

            The cookies are delectable! What’s your recipe for oatmeal & raisin cookies?

            
               1 – On Gaberbocchus Christmas card designed by Franciszka Themerson.

               2 – The photographs are no longer with the letter.

               3 – Lettice Ramsey (1898–1985). SP and TH had at least thirteen photographs taken by the firm Ramsey & Muspratt. Ramsey maintained her studio in Cambridge; Helen Muspratt (1905–2001) was based in Oxford.

               4 – SP and TH’s Oxford Shorter Dictionary (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1955), appeared at auction via Bonhams on 21 March 2018.

               5 – Unitarian Universalist minister William Brooks Rice (1905–70) and his wife Elizabeth Lindsey Rice.

               6 – Margaret Wendy (Campbell) Christie (1921–2009); friend of Dorothea Krook and SP from Cambridge. Christie lived at 8 Harvey Street, Cambridge.

               7 – Sarah Christie Bellwood and Jonathan Christie.

               8 – Stuart Murray Heys Christie (1917–54); married on 31 July 1943 in Johannesburg, South Africa.

            

            
TO Warren Plath


            Thursday 20 December 1956

            TLS (photocopy),

Indiana University

            December 20th

            Dearest Warren …

            Best (and probably belated) Christmas wishes. I really felt how much I miss you when I heard the the thunder and crackle of your voice over the phone on the 9th—about all we could manage to hear of you; you seemed to be murmuring something about “up the street” & we are still dying of curiosity to know what it was. Ted & I sent you a trifle to cheer exam period, but it will now no doubt arrive next month sometime.

            I was so proud of the announcements1 of your Phi Beta Kappa award. It simply means much more convenience in writing for applications—you just need to mention that & fine records are assumed. Let us know the minute you hear about your fellowship results. I know the Fulbright prefers people who have not been abroad before, so don’t think it’s anything but that if it doesn’t work out; with your record, I don’t see how they can refuse you!

            We’ll also be so interested to hear about your summer plans—ideally, Ted & I would like to spend the months of July & August on the Cape, but as mother says, it is so expensive it is prohibitive. If we could get in the Spaulding’s2 place, we’d have to have a car or two bikes. Unless we sell Ted’s book of children’s fables (which is a real possibility if the Atlantic Monthly Press likes the re-write he is working on this vacation) or I sell a story to a Woman’s magazine, we’d have to make other plans. I’d like to stay at home for a couple of weeks maybe, but no more than that. We’re so used to living independently now, it’s a strain not being ourselves—our program is so rigorous & depends on our own idiosyncrasies. Perhaps, if we both by then have got teaching jobs—ideally, again, Ted teaching creative writing at Harvard (he’s applying on the off-chance—they don’t require Phds for that) & me somewhere like Tufts, or maybe even Smith-Amherst—lord knows now—we could move into our new house, wherever it is, & get settled there. I’ll be so relieved when that’s worked out.

            Our front room is really comfortable now—it is big with 3 windows, a cot, comfortable couch, large working table, small bookcase & fruit stand & our monumental homemade bookcase which covers half of one wall; all dark brown woods, light blue walls & sunshiny yellow pillows, lampshades, etc. Even the coal fire won’t warm the whole room, though, on coldest days & nights, so I keep on the movable electric fire by my blue toes & fingers while I work. The kitchen, a little dank cell smelling suspiciously of mushrooms (which no doubt sprout in the pots overnight) is a hole-in-the-wall full of drafty doors to the hall, pantry, coal-shed & outside backyard; it is always freezing, except when I cook a roast dinner, & then the steam warms it a bit. If we scrub it and paint walls & ceiling a light airy blue & I cover surfaces with red & white checked oilcloth I should at least enjoy working in it; we hope to get it done before Christmas. I sometimes feel like taking a hatchet & going out like the old foolish knights to slay the Cold. I picture a transparent bluish villainous character with a blowtorch of ice, a north windy voice & numerous instruments of contracting torture. When you walk from room to room without wincing & chattering at home, count your blessings! But it is amazing what the human frame can weather. I wear several sweaters, wool socks & slippers & slacks continually. Funny, how one discounts America’s material conveniences when living in the midst of them with a lordly intellectual air—oh, I’m above such things! I know I did. But here it wastes so much energy just coping with Cold and Dirt. Dust is older & thicker than British history. Poor Ted gets such sneezing fits in the morning—like yours—I’m sure it’s an allergy of some sort. But in spite of these rough conditions, we work hard & thrive. My whole life has a purpose now, and even when I’m tired or going through a barren spell writing, I can have the pleasure & comfort of sharing Ted’s kindness & work. We are growing more and more curious about the 20 manuscripts we have out—they seem out much longer than usual & suspense is mounting. At last I have found someone else who is pathologically avid to hear the gate-latch click & who recognizes the mailman’s steps a mile off! Wish us luck. We are looking so forward to sailing June 20th & I hope the 4 of us can be close together most of the summer.

            Do write! We long to hear from you!

            Much love –

Sivvy

            
               1 – ‘Warren J. Plath, Harvard Senior, A Phi Beta Kappa’, The Townsman (29 November 1956): 3.

               2 – Myrtle and Lester Spaulding; proprietors of Hidden Acres, a cottage colony on McKoy Road in Eastham, Mass. SP and TH stayed in one of the Spauldings’ cabins during the summer of 1957.
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TO Aurelia Schober Plath


            Wednesday 2 January 1957

            TLS (aerogramme),

Indiana University

            <SP wrote ‘No. 1’ and ‘No. 2’ on the address side of these letters; the postmark is present on No. 1, indicating the second letter was enclosed.>

            
                

            

            January 2, 1957

Wednesday

            Dearest darling mother …

            Happy New Year! I hope the reason we haven’t heard from you since Christmas isn’t the same as ours for not writing—Ted and I both caught miserable winter colds on the long gruelling trip back here from Yorkshire—a nasty series of short train trips, two hour waits in unheated stations, and stiff sitting. First he came down, then me, and I just stopped the wet sneezy excruciating stage this morning and am now convalescing & feeling much much better; Ted went to get me a nosedrop prescription yesterday—all the care one finds here is a prescription for weak useless drops, an inhaling fluid Sue Weller1 (who is staying at Cambridge a week or two) says they prescribed in 1890, less help, & the suggestion to come back in a week if not feeling better. Ha. Sue & I reminisced yesterday about dear Smith infirmary2 with their three-pill quick cure, which immediately dries the nose-tissues, cuts pain & twitching, and gives a buoyant surge out of depression. Well, enough griping; the next three months are the grimmest, but at least I have the house all fixed up & the heating relatively good; heat & food are the two things I refuse to economize on. Now, I have got my Anglo-phobia out, for the brighter side:

            First: if only you could have seen Ted & me opening our presents! It is, we feel, as if you had been secretly listening to all our out-loud wishes this past month & filled them to the letter! I was debating whether to write you about a warm nightgown (you can imagine what the atrocities are like here!) & I can hardly bear to get out of the warm silky lovely aqua robe which matches our walls—I swish around in the luxurious full-length skirts feeling very grand. I think the package with all the many presents was our very favorite! I have been dancing around the house, using the polishing-duster, the dish cloths, the oven regulator thermometer (a blessing especially for baking) & the marvelous meat-thermometer, which did a shoulder of lamb perfectly over the weekend—Sue came Sunday, is staying in a rooming house nearby & studying; she is engaged to be married to a nice boy Whitney Bolton,3 a Princeton Phd & former Fulbright, Ted’s age (but very nervous & rather weak in health) who is finishing his navy stint now; I am so glad, for it makes it easier to talk to Sue; his mother4 is one of the associate editors at Doubleday, his father5 a well-known New York play critic, his step-mother6 a Broadway actress; and with all this, Sue’s stupid family won’t approve or come to a wedding because he is half Jewish! Well. I am so happy about Ted’s just fitting into our family so naturally. Ted is overjoyed about the shaving set; I myself have never seen anything so beautiful—& the sumptuous monograms. He just threw away all his old things & is using it daily. The darling one has just never had anything nice; I got him some beautiful brown felt wool-lined slippers, a fountain-pen, socks,& ourselves some books & two giant pottery coffee mugs good for soup etc. He gave me a lovely scented powder & the most gorgeous big black mohair shawl-stole which feels warm as feathery-fur. We went up to Yorkshire the day before Christmas, bringing a duck & some sweets & scarves for Ted’s parents; Ted’s mother had a heart-attack a month ago because of high blood pressure due to overweight, but looked fine. Ted & I cooked the Christmas dinner—my first roast duck, which I stuffed with mashed potatoes ‘& onion & basted with orange juice; very good. Dear thoughtful Ira Scott7 sent us a huge SS Pierce8 box of delicacies—I was delighted: maple sugar (which Ted had never tasted & made me homesick it was so delicious), jams, pickled peaches & sweet watermelon pickle, cheese crackers, & even a tin of crepe suzettes! I felt like a refugee marvelling over a Care package. Both Dot & grampy sent $10 each (do thank them so—I’ll write a note soon), Mrs. Prouty the $25 check I sent you to deposit; dear Aunt Helen9 $2. I’ll write them all, but do thank them if you see them. How did the TV program go? I hope you got our card in time, & Warren. Have our presents to each of you come yet? Let us know if you like any of the pictures. I spent the whole week before Christmas shopping & writing about 25 Christmas letters. Whew. Now, after this cold, I hope to have no hindrance for the next two weeks of intense writing & study before term begins. I am gradually coming to cope with practical business without too much effort—a grocer delivers stock supplies once a week; we have our own butcher (only regular customers get the good cuts), milk is delivered every day, & I have just started to use a laundry service for sheets & Ted’s shirts; it’s a 3-mile round-trip bike ride to the one town Bendix laundromat in town & nothing dries in our kitchen & ironing takes too much time with my academic schedule; so it will be a load off my work—I still take all little things, towels, socks, underwear etc. to the laundromat. I just discovered that the British currency is simply not exchangeable into dollars—it is almost a dictatorial prohibition for Britishers to travel to the USA—we’re going to find out how much Ted is allowed to bring over. But with all our big bills—visa (£9), ship-fare (£72), packing costs, etc., we shouldn’t have to worry about anything left over in pounds; however, we don’t want to lose any precious dollars by changing them in ££ here & so will send all checks post haste to you to deposit. How much have I in my little bank account now? I’ve written letters to (continued next letter→)

            xx

Sivvy

            (continued)

            Hello again!

            As I was saying, I’ve written letters to ask if there would be a chance for us to apply for a position teaching freshman English next year—I’ve written for Ted to Harvard & Amherst (& I think may also try Brandeis & Tufts) & for myself to Smith, Radcliffe, Jackson10 & Brandeis. I do hope something works out; I realize what competition one is in for Phd candidates with teaching experience are increasing yearly; will you suggest any other places in Massachusetts? If Ted could be considered for the Harvard job teaching creative writing, I wouldn’t care where I taught thereabout! The first year is more or less expendable; I’ll consider us lucky if we get anything together!

            Just before Christmas, Ted & I banded forces for two days to attack the kitchen, which made me shudder each time I walked into it, it was so filthy dirty; we heated tons of hot water, gingerly threw all the filthy dishes & useless trash from the pantry (discovering, o horror, countless spiders) & scrubbed ceiling (where plaster flaked like leprousy), walls, cold stone floors (no basements, so you can imagine how cold!) & got the years accumulation of dirt silted in corners out with a knife. We painted ceiling & walls a lovely light blue, & I got red & white checked oilcloth for all the shelves; with my pots & marvelous new utensils from you hanging up it all looks beautifully hygenic now; we are seeing about a paraffin heater to keep going in it all day.

            Now for something very important: we’re getting to work on Ted’s visa form, which is a terrible nuisance because all documents have to be original with two duplicates, so we have to write off for all of them.. The thing is, will you please be Ted’s sponsor? It involves a good deal of red-tape, but I’ll copy it all here.

            He has neither personal funds nor yet an assured job to prove he won’t be a “charge” on America, so the only alternative is to have an American sponsor. Here are the items to be included, everything IN DUPLICATE:

            Affidavits of Support: “There is no prescribed form for an affidavit of support other than that it be a statement (IN DUPLICATE) sworn to before a notary public. However, in order to assist the sponsor, there is suggested below the information he may wish to include in his affidavit. Each item should be FULLY covered, using complete sentences.

            1. Sponsor’s full name and address, place and date of birth, present marital and citizenship status and number of dependents.

            2. Applicant’s name and address. (Ted’s)

            3. Sponsor’s statement guaranteeing the applicant’s support, should the need arise, until the applicant becomes an American citizen or permanently departs from the United States, whichever is sooner, & giving the reason why he is willing to undertake such obligation (relationship, friendship, etc.)

            4. Information concerning the sponsor’s occupation & salary, & value of real estate, bank deposits, bonds, insurance policies & other assets such as car, furniture, etc. 

            5. If the sponsor is planning to marry the applicant he should state that the is legally free to marry. (Not applicable!)

            Also: EVIDENCE OF SPONSOR’S FINANCIAL RESOURCES Important: The sponsor, in addition to the affidavit, should furnish evidence of the value of his assets as proof that he is financially able to support the applicant if the need arises. Such evidence should be in DUPLICATE & should preferably be of the types described below:

            Types of Assets: prefered evidence, in DUPLICATE:

            1) Income: Certified copy of latest income tax return, or employer’s statement indicating salary and length and permanency of employment

            2) Bank deposits, stock & bonds: Bank official’s or stock broker’s statement indicating bank balance and when account opened & present market value of any bonds or stocks.

            3). Real estate: Real estate agent’s statement indicating value of equity in real estate.

            4). Insurance: Insurance agent’s statement indicating policies cash surrender value.

            Whew! That’s that! We realize it’s a terrible bother, but would appreciate it so if you would help us out on it as soon as possible. Remember to write Ted’s name fully as EDWARD JAMES HUGHES the whole time. (He is not a junior; his parents are The William Hughes).

            Actually, I am most happy at last, settled down, in spite of my eagerness to be back in my beloved New England; how lucky I am to be married to such a kind, handsome wonderful person, though; I don’t know what I would have done through this 2nd year alone! We share our thoughts continually on our most intense interests, all we read, write & think; how much closer we must be than couples where the man has a business job he wants to forget when he comes home, or one the woman understands nothing about! Ted is so appreciative about my cooking it makes kitchen work a joy; we have steak fish-in-milk; rich vegetable stews; marvellous Italian spaghetti with meat-sauce; pork & sweet breads, fruit all the time heaped on the sideboard (we take your super-vitamins religiously). But I can’t wait to make him cakes, feathery pies, broiled chicken, parfaits etc etc. Do write; I hope you are well after the strain of Christmas preparations; take good care of yourself; we look so forward to coming home.

            much love –

your own

Sivvy

            
               1 – Susan Weller Burch (1933–90); B.A. 1956, economics, Smith College; B.A. 1958, philosophy, politics, and economics, Somerville College, Oxford; SP’s housemate at Lawrence House.

               2 – The Elizabeth Mason Infirmary, 69 Paradise Road, Northampton, Mass.

               3 – W. F. (Whitney French) Bolton (1930–    ); B.A. 1951, Bard College; Ph.D. 1954, Princeton University. Bolton and Weller married on 18 August 1957.

               4 – Bolton’s biological mother was Frances Schiff Bolton.

               5 – Whitney Bolton (1900–69).

               6 – American actress Nancy Coleman (1912–2000).

               7 – Ira O. Scott, Jr (1918–2002), American; instructor at Harvard University, 1953–5; dated SP, summer 1954.

               8 – S. S. Pierce was a grocery store in Boston and Brookline, Mass.

               9 – Possibly Helen M. Corcoran, whose address appears in SP’s 1955 calendar. Corcoran lived at 52 Weld Hill Street, in the Forest Hills district of Boston.

               10 – The Jackson College for Women was established in 1910 and affiliated with Tufts University; it integrated with the College of Arts and Sciences at Tufts in 1980.

            

            

            
TO Aurelia Schober Plath


            Wednesday 9 January 1957

            TLS (aerogramme),

Indiana University

            Wednesday night

January 9, 1957

            Dearest darling mother …

            It was so wonderful to get your rich, newsy letter yesterday, the same day your cable came. I look so forward to hearing from you, and read the letters aloud to Ted, & over & over to myself, that I am very sensitive to “expecting” them, and couldn’t understand why I hadn’t heard a word for such a long period over a time where it seemed to me you would have much news. I saw from the postmark of your letter—Jan. 1,—that it took the unprecedented time of a week by airmail, where it’s usually only 4 days. Anyway, I was so happy to hear all about your wonderful festivities that I forgot my previous concern.

            One thing you didn’t mention, though—the TV program. Did it come off all right? I am also dying with eagerness to get my copy of the Atlantic Monthly. I didn’t know my poem had come out till I got your letter, and after my sharing my wish to get into the Atlantic with Nat LaMar1 last year at Cambridge, I am overjoyed to be in the same issue with his story:2 the first page of which I read last year in the process—I also saw him the day it was accepted. My 6 poems in Poetry (Chicago) should also come out this month, so look them up. The magazines will undoubtedly be sending me copies regular mail, so don’t you bother. I am so impatient with this overseas mail delay, I’ll be overjoyed to get back home & be in the thick of things again.

            As I write, the livingroom is lovely and warm with the coal fire, which I’ve kept going all day. Teddy is sitting nearby reading American history, after a delicious dinner of cheese, tuna and macaroni casserole, red wine, pineapple & heavy cream. It has been a very happy day–Ted got his first acceptance from a British magazine, Nimbus, this morning, of one or two poems3—they haven’t selected the exact titles yet. It has a very impressive format, like the Atlantic, but, the editor says, was on the brink of failing. Naturally we hope & pray it sticks together long enough for Ted’s poems to come out. But the very interested acceptance gave us both a gay mood. We work really hard, and the British magazines have hitherto ignored us both continually. However, the planets point to a magnificently successful year for us both, & we will work to make it come true. Ted has me memorizing a poem a day, which is very good for me,4 and we are working out a schedule of going to bed at 10, getting up at 6, and writing two hours steadily before Ted bikes off to work (he started teaching his little thieves again this Monday). This way we accomplish much, and Ted feels his job isn’t taking all his writing time. We are both “early morning” people, & need about the same amount of sleep. Term starts for me next week, so I am cramming reading for it. I didn’t have a chance to write all last term, so am working on two love stories for the women’s magazines: one set, I hope originally, in a laundromat;5 the other a college girl story about someone like Nancy Hunter.6 I will slave & slave until I break into those slicks. My sense of humor should be good for something. This next week I hope to type the revision of Ted’s childrens fables & the poems I will send off to the Yale Series of Younger Poets. Sue Weller has been in Cambridge a week, just left today, so I have been feeding her cheese omelets, roast beefs, sherry, etc., trying to cheer her up—she is very lugubrious, rather depressive anyway, but especially so about her boyfriend’s being in duty in the navy this year & having to postpome their intended marriage indefinitely. I feel so happy, I was almost feeling guilty talking to her. Ted & I sometimes have violent disagreements, to be sure, but we are so very joyous together & have such identical aims and expectations of our lives, that we never have conflict over any serious issues. I really don’t know how I existed before I met Ted. I can’t imagine spending a day without him—he is so kind and loving and appreciative of my cooking that I delight in trying new things for him. He is also very strictly disciplining about my study and work. It couldn’t be better. I’m so glad you like the art book. What fun we’ll having coming home to our little house & listening to the records & looking at pictures, & cooking delectable meals. Except for a week or two being very social, Ted & I really must hibernate for the rest of the summer, writing furiously & preparing our teaching courses—if we have jobs! Which brings me to another favor to ask you. I have written to Jackson (of Tufts), Brandeis, Smith & Radcliffe for myself; no answers yet, except a letter from this Herschel Baker,7 Chairman of the Eng. Dept. at Harvard (I sent the letter to Radcliffe) saying “this department teaches only advanced courses” & so there will be no jobs available for freshman English. Now there must be a freshman English program at Radcliffe (maybe there isn’t, on 2nd thought, but that seems strange). Could you find out if there is, & if so, the name & address of whom I should write to?? Also, see if you can find out about “opinions” of Brandeis & Jackson. Waltham & Medford I suppose would mean commuting, if we lived in Cambridge. Is there anywhere else you’d suggest applying? I will really be glad when we get this settled. Of course we can always be bartender & waitress if worst comes to worst, but I hope it won’t. Hope you can get Ted’s visa duplicate affadavits of support without too much annoyance on your part. Ted joins me in sending much love—to you, Warren & dear Grampy—

            love,

Sivvy

            
               1 – Nathaniel D. LaMar, Jr (1933–    ), American; A.B. 1955, Harvard College; research student on a Henry Fellowship at Pembroke College, Cambridge, 1955–6; dated SP, 1955–6.

               2 – Nathaniel LaMar, ‘Miss Carlo’, Atlantic Monthly, January 1957, 61–4.

               3 – There are no publications of TH’s poems in Nimbus listed in his bibliography. No Hughes poems were found in the issues consulted by the editors.

               4 – According to SP’s calendar, on 9 January she memorised ‘The Equilibrists’ by John Crowe Ransom.

               5 – Sylvia Plath, ‘The Laundromat Affair’; an incomplete copy held by Emory University.

               6 – Nancy Hunter Steiner (1933–2006); B.A. 1955, history, Smith College; SP’s friend and roommate at Lawrence House, 1954–5.

               7 – Higginson Professor Emeritus of English literature at Harvard University Herschel Clay Baker (1914–90).

            

            
TO Aurelia Schober Plath


            Monday 14 January 1957

            TLS with envelope,

Indiana University

            Monday noon

January 14, 1957

            Dearest mother …

            It has been so wonderful to get your long, newsy letters—I realize how much I miss being in the center of things at home by the way I eat up every speck of news: if Libby Aldrich tied a red ribbon in her hair, for example, I should be fascinated to hear about it! It sounds so strange to hear you talk about blizzards. Imagine, we haven’t had a flake of snow yet! Just rain and freezing clear blue weather—our worst season of sleet is just coming up—February & howling March. We are buying a paraffin portable heater from the people upstairs when they go this next week for about £4, so at last my deep-freeze of a kitchen should be pleasant—I’ll keep the heater going all day.

            Both Ted and I are very excited about the Royal Standard you bought, and overjoyed. We need a heavy big machine so badly—we type all day. Now could you tell me roughly from what price to what price I could ask for my Smith Corona? I thought we’d advertise for it through private sale as we could probably ask much more than to a typewriter-buying firm. Do let me know.

            We’ll take the proofs down to have 4 developed this week. I hope you are able to send us all the visa statements without too much trouble and annoyance. It is such a bother, but we have all the other documents here now, and would like to get the mammoth batch off by the end of the month if possible.

            I’m enclosing a check for $75 for my six poems in Poetry this month—neither of my magazines have come, and as these are the first poems I’ve had published for over a year and a half, I am very eager to see how they look.

            Term begins officially tomorrow, and classes Thursday, so I must cram down a few books before then. Wrote two longer, more ambitious poems of about 50 lines each1 this weekend and feel much better having broken my dry spell of this fall term, which was due to my disturbing practical concerns. Now, I am so happy in our cheerful front room & cooking in my little light blue kitchen, I really feel deeply peaceful at the center. Ted is an angel, and understands me so well & is so dear about my writing that I keep pinching myself to be sure it is all true—we have everything—health, books, talent & ambition & love—all but money, and I hope we get a little more of that to make things less hand-to-mouth. I am convinced Ted is the one person in the world I could ever have married; it is simply impossible to describe how strong, and kind of fun-loving and brilliant he is.

            Your papering & painting about the house sounds magnificent: I can’t wait to see it all: our house seems the most beautiful palace to me now. I hope, by the way, that you are still taking me off your income tax—I believe you can do so by simply saying I’m at a university.

            Warren wrote the dearest letter—about how he’d been to talk to the head of the Harvard English dept. They seem to run a closed shop, with Phd. candidates teaching sections, but I got a letter suggesting I write to this Prof. Bate2 in spring, although they said any vacancies were extremely unlikely. About the Michigan prospect—I simply don’t know how I could stand being away from home and friends again, in that cold climate, too—they say it’s worse than England. Should I bother to write if I really don’t want to go there? One of us should get a teaching job in New England, and the other can always do some different kind of work if absolutely necessary. Cambridge looks like the best center—there are so many colleges around. I probably said before I have applied for myself at Jackson & Brandeis & Radcliffe & Smith—but the last two seem highly dubious: Radcliffe with no openings, & my not really wanting to go back to Smith for my first year until I’ve proved myself elsewhere—the situation would be too emotionally complicated. If Ted got a job at Amherst, I would consider it in a more favorable light, however. I haven’t heard from Mr. Kazin3 yet about answering my Xmas note asking for the name & address of the head of the Eng. Dept. to write to Amherst there. Could you find it out for me—? It would no doubt be better & quicker than depending on a busy man like Mr. K. Also, should I write to Tufts & Brandeis for Ted also? Could we commute there from Cambridge? Commuting is the problem—I believe those colleges are in Waltham & Medford respectively. I think of you as in the heart of Boston teaching world & maybe you could help by sending just one or two names of heads of departments of any places I haven’t thought of—Warren said something about the boys’ prep school, Brown & Nichols4—maybe you could write me the name & addresses of whatever boys’ prep schools are in or very near Cambridge.

            On second thought, should I apply for the teaching job in Michigan for both of us? Can’t one always refuse? Of course, I don’t know the protocol of accepting & refusing, or deadlines for applying either. Another place that occurred to me is the Univ. of Connecticut—isn’t that better than most state universities. I don’t want to be stuck with mere grammar—I don’t mind themes at all, but a place like Mass. State I’d abhor. Ideally, if we could get a job on the East Coast this coming year, we could apply for jobs at one of the great Californian universities the next year & take a tour of the States in the summer, which I’ve always wanted to do, & with Ted & both of us sharing the new sights it would be marvelous. But I am already so homesick that I don’t know how I could teach so far away from home as the U. of Michigan this year! I want to be able to come home for Thanksgiving, Christmas & Easter. We’ll be travelling around the world enough, later on, hoping after two years of teaching to have a year writing in Italy, if one of us could get a writing grant. 

            Anyway, let me know any advice or information you manage to unearth. Ted’s teaching experience this year should help him if he applied to a boys’ prep school, & we hope he may get a job teaching two nights a week at an American army base near here—it’s said to be very lucrative. Well, I must be off to shop. My best love to you, and Ted sends his, too.

            Love,

Sivvy

            
               1 – Probably Sylvia Plath, ‘The Snowman on the Moor’ and ‘Sow’.

               2 – A. Kingsley Porter University Professor Emeritus at Harvard University Walter Jackson Bate (1918–99).

               3 – Alfred Kazin (1915–98); William Allan Neilson Research Professor, Smith College, 1954–5. Kazin taught short story writing (English 347) and the twentieth-century novel (English 417), completed by SP 1954–5.

               4 – Now Buckingham, Browne & Nichols, a day school in Cambridge, Mass.

            

            
TO Aurelia Schober Plath


            Saturday 19 January 1957

            TLS (aerogramme),

Indiana University

            Saturday afternoon

January 19, 1957

            Dearest mother …

            Your lovely plump pink letter came this morning & I read it aloud to Ted over coffee. We both enjoy every word you write so much. I don’t know how you manage all you are doing—teaching, home-making, studying,—and am so grateful you will take on the additional bother about those verified forms. I took the proofs to be made up last week, but it will probably take 3 weeks to get them sent off. Don’t worry, by the way, about the paraffin heater: we only use it in the kitchen, and it stands in the middle of the stone floor like a little flaming island on the polar cap. Ted supervises our using it, so it’s perfectly safe. I am so glad Ted is such a practical man-about-the-house—much like Frank: he twists a wire here, a knob there, and we have a victrola working, a bed-lamp for reading, like magic.

            I really feel much livelier & healthier since I’ve been taking those Supercap pills! We’d welcome more, with the coryza (what are they, by the way?—like anti-histamine? better tell us the directions) because I can “feel a cold coming on” but have nothing to fight it with here. The British “Excellent Remedy For Colds & Influenza” is so much chalk powder: I took them by the dozen & almost perished with mean twitchy sneezes & sleepless days. Ted & I really hope to avoid more colds—they’re so undermining, and now the bad months are coming February & March. You take good care, though. Don’t risk anything of your health, no matter what. And don’t shovel snow. I am aghast at your accounts of the blizzards—we still haven’t had a flake—only blue frosts. I am so glad you’re playing the piano1—it’s such a peaceful, releasing act, isn’t it?

            Why don’t you take lessons this summer—just for your own pleasure. There’s such a feeling of accomplishment when one masters a new piece. We’re fascinated to hear about food prices in America—I have absolutely No Idea about living costs. Also, please give me some ideas of your salary, & what salaries for beginning teachers are like. /3 thousand? 7 thousand? What? Our rent for the flat is only $12 a week: what are rates in America? I have a few straw mats in the kitchen which make it bearable to stand on. Ted loves casseroles, so I make them to alternate with our steak and roast beef days: shrimp, peas & rice, or corn, tomatoes & eggs. My Joy of Cooking2 is a blessing & so is the oven thermometer, measuring cups, spoons, etc. I use them joyously every day. Chicken is out because it is a luxury here—you should see the scrawny, bony “boiling” chickens that appear in butchers windows—how I miss our lovely delicate toasty golden-brown fryers!

            About teaching jobs: I don’t have the Lovejoy catalogue3 here with me, so am utterly at a loss for names & addresses of universities. It was such a relief to hear in your letter more names than I’d thought of—but please, do try to look up the Chairman of the English Dept., the college address, for me, & send them off. Do investigate about B.U. (but dont try to use pull), Simmons, Mt. Holyoke, & especially Haverford & Swarthmore—names & addresses of these (I’d forgotten all about Pennsylvania!) I’ll write for both Ted & myself in one letter, for jobs for either or both of us—they may want a man, or they may prefer an American graduate. In any case, if you could look up the address info in the B.U. libe or somewhere, & send them, I’ll get letters off right away. I haven’t heard from Smith, but Mary Ellen Chase had just arrived in Cambridge, so she’ll be able to enlighten me about chances there—actually, I’d much rather avoid the emotional ambivalence about joining the Smith faculty my first year teaching & be at a place where I’m new & in a simple business position. Do let me know the names & addresses of the places I’ve mentioned, & any more you can think of. I’ve already heard negatively from Brandeis & Radcliffe doesn’t hire outside their Phd candidates, although they suggested I write Prof. Bate this spring. What you must understand is that Ted does not want to be a university professor for a career. He wants to write, now & for the rest of his life. And in marrying a writer, I accept his life. For teaching, it is plainly necessary to have a Phd. at university level, unless you’re rare, like Alfred Kazin & have written a mountain of critical work. Ted has no desire to do any more academic work—although he has the most brilliant mind I know, & gave me a rich, vivid picture of literary history from Chaucer’s day to this, he’ll only teach if they’ll take him on his publishing & Cantab. M.A. So the American dream of a secure sinecure writing on campus seems out for our future life. I find it best not to argue—Ted is so understanding about my need to get a self-respecting teaching job in America & “give out” & eager to teach anywhere he can himself for a year or two. He wants to go to Italy for a year then, & teach English in Europe in the language schools. Writing comes first with both of us, and although Wilbur4 & some large amounts of other writers find their plums in the academic world, Ted just doesn’t want to spend years getting necessary degree qualifications when he should be writing hardest. And my faith in him & the way we two want to live understands this. He may change his mind if he likes America enough—but I’ll wait & see. I know Ted’s mind is magnificent, not hair-splitting or suavely politic—but employers may find Phd’s more convincing. Whatever we do we’re together – & that & writing makes our joy. Don’t want to be far off in Michigan – do write Chairmen’s names & univ. addresses.

            much love –

Sivvy

            <on the return address side of letter>

            PS: Double-bed size sheets; white, aqua & perhaps big white & black diamonded towels like Cantor’s.

            
               1 – The Plaths had an upright piano, manufactured by Roberts & Co. of Boston, in their living room.

               2 – American cookbook author Irma von Starkloff Rombauer (1877–1962), her The Joy of Cooking (New York: The Bobbs-Merrill Company, 1953). SP’s copy, with numerous annotations, appeared at auction via Bonhams on 21 March 2018.

               3 – Clarence E. Lovejoy edited Lovejoy’s Career and Vocational School Guide published by Simon & Schuster.

               4 – American poet Richard Wilbur (1921–2017).

            

            
TO Aurelia Schober Plath


            Monday 28 January 1957

            TLS (aerogramme),

Indiana University

            Monday morning

January 28, 1957

            Dearest mother …

            It is just after 8:30 … Ted’s biked off for work, and I am preparing for a day of intense Chaucer reading. At 11 I have coffee with Mary Ellen Chase—the first chance I’ll have had to talk with her since her arrival about two weeks ago, and I hope to get a reliable picture of teaching prospects, at least in New England. From the reception of the few letters I’ve sent off—to Radcliffe, Tufts, & Brandeis, I don’t believe America needs any teachers at all; they all “have no positions” open next year & will keep letters on active file, which no doubt means as penwipers or something equivalent. I am so eager to have you write me the addresses of places like Swarthmore & other places in Pennsylvania & Connecticut—my hands are tied until I get a list from you, and I feel so cut off from everything—unable to arrange interviews, etc. I would rather be an office typist in New England than teach in Michigan. I just want to be in New England for a year—otherwise, we might as well apply for jobs teaching with the Univ. of Maryland program at army bases overseas. Please send me the address of Holyoke, etc. Should I bother applying at Wellesley? They have Wilbur & Philip Booth1 as poets already. Ted will have teaching experience & a matured MA from Cambridge, & me only two Ba’s and no teaching experience, and a few scattered published poems, so, brilliant and rare as we are, how can we hope to compete either with the regulation Phd-experienced people or the 10-books-of-poetry-published people??? Heaven knows. Also, when do faculties decide their final lists of teachers? Surely not 8 months ahead? I feel it would be a very great strain for me trying to teach at Smith even if the miracle happened and they wanted to employ me, which they probably wouldn’t consider unless I got a First degree here or something. Well, I’ll talk all that over with Miss Chase. Also, what’s this I hear about “nepotism”—the habit of not employing relatives (eg, husbands & wives) on the same university staff? I don’t know whether I should apply for Ted & me in the same letter or in two separate letters. Please, rush the names of those other colleges in Penn, & Conn. so I can at least feel I’ve written as many places as possible. These jobs refusals plus a pile of rejections (of really fine poems, too) are enough to make me think the teaching profession is run by slick closed-shop businessmen and the literary magazines by jealous scared over-cerebral fashion-conscious idiots. Our problem is that we are primarily writers (and very far from being established or earning) and only secondarily academic (and not desiring the sure fire cure of Phd & postponing life ad infinitum or being “household” poets). It is only too easy for me to convince myself that I haven’t read anything and don’t know anything; I’d like to have at least one year of teaching to get rid of this strange need I have to prove I can support myself by doing something I like, or, relatively, prefer about other jobs. I’m sick, for now, anyway, of living on grants & being a perpetual student. I’ll put in a concentrated effort this spring on stories for the women’s magazines; that would be a break, & I’ve never worked at it—when you think of the years it takes to make a doctor, expecting success posthaste in writing “or I’ll give it up” is ridiculous. Both Ted & I depend on writing & could never give it up, even if we never published another line all our lives. Ted is so magnificent & understanding about my writing & study & needs & I too feel so close to him, it is a blessing. I can’t conceive how I ever lived without him; no wonder I was dissatisfied with men: there isn’t a brain I know that can match his, and all the intelligent or so-called brilliant men from the best east colleges are either narrow old-maids or sick malicious ninnies. Ted has such a huge, uncompromising generosity and large scope & stern discipline it can hardly be contained in the safe narrow molds—marking time at a job so ten years later you’ll be an associate instead of an assistant. And I am so gloriously glad to find a rugged kind magnificent man, who has no scrap of false vanity or tendency to toady to inferior strategic officials that I am only too willing to accept the attendant temporary uncertainties. Only I feel that in America, of all countries, there should be a place for us both. Our rejections make, by contrast, people like Editor Weeks, the editor of Poetry & the Nation,2 seem like large worthy guardian angels. Writing is first for us both. I’m typing Ted’s revised fables & my 40 poems these next two weekends, then working on women’s stories & he on a play. Maybe after a year or 2 in America we’ll get a job with the U. of Maryland overseas—we just talked to a couple who’ve been transferred from Germany to England & the schedule is perfect for writing—four 3-hour evening classes a week! Concentrated, but that’s all to the good. What, by the way, are beginning teacher salaries like? 2 thousand? 5 thousand? I have no idea. Your wonderful package of food-mixes arrive this Sat. by the way, & I was happier than with anything so far: within half an hour I have a hot lunch of corn-muffins & pea soup ready, & am dying to try the cake mixes. Ted would be so happy to have a job that’s more than policing & discipline; we’re lucky he has anything, & it will give another vacation, but it does tire him. We love all the things you’ve sent: the roast thermometer does meat perfectly—I’d never know what was “done” in my crazy oven! Had shoulder of lamb yesterday, breaded plaice with mushroom & parsley sauce before. Vitamins are a great help.

            Do write soon – much love to you & dear Warren –

            Sivvy

            
               1 – American poet Philip Booth (1925–2007).

               2– The poetry editor for The Nation at this time was American poet and critic M. L. (Macha Louis) Rosenthal (1917–96).

            

            
TO Aurelia Schober Plath


            Tuesday 29 January 1957

            TLS (aerogramme),

Indiana University

            Tuesday morning

January 29, 1957

            Dearest mother …

            It is just about 9.30, and I am waiting for the butcher delivery before biking off to the University library to study. Your two letters came this morning, & thank you for the addresses (the grocery box & vitamins have come). I was terribly distressed to hear about your large devastating bout with the dentist & the coming work: why didn’t you know about it sooner—you mentioned you had that other dentist while Dr. Gilmore1 was ill—was he worse or better? And why should you have infections? I only hope they will give you the proper anesthetics—insist on that, and that it will not be painful. You must look at it as an investment to your own peace of mind & safe future. We all love you so & Ted & I are concerned only that you get completely fixed up. Don’t regard your teeth as an indication of age, as if less teeth put you in another age group! Just imagine: when Ted’s mother was a blooming young girl working in the wool mills, she overhead someone saying: “If Edith only had straight teeth, she’d be the prettiest girl in the factory.” Well, Edith went right to the dentist, had all her teeth extracted, and a set of straight, artificial teeth put in! From what you say, you won’t have to have everything extracted: but do what’s best. I can sympathize so keenly: if you’d had your braces put in in this day and age, you no doubt wouldn’t have this trouble. But you must grit your teeth (on the dentist’s fingers, if necessary) & go through with the ordeal. You will feel so much better when it is done. Keep me posted. Plan little treats for yourself after each time—a play, or reading a new book—the way you did for Warren & me when we were little. Ted is so understanding & concerned, too; he says the dentist that saved his mouth last spring told him for a “perfect job” he’d have to make a bridge to fill Ted’s 3 noticeable cavities where teeth are missing, & that the price was a few hundred pounds for such work; as it is, he knocked £5 or £6 off Ted’s bill & saved 3 teeth no British dentist would have saved. So you are in the best hands, in America. I’m taking Ted at the end of the term to London & having both our teeth seen to by this man; the expense now will save it later. We will be home in less than 5 months, & see that you have some fun with us to make up for this ordeal; I only wish I were home now, to make things easier: lay off entertaining while you go through your extractions & don’t expect to feel in top form—I know how groggy gas made me when I had my 4 teeth out. And be glad you had Europe! If Ted & I get to Italy in a couple of years, we will expect you to come & visit us, so don’t consider it your last fling by any means.

            My coffee session with Miss Chase yesterday took several black loads off my mind. First, about my worries over competing with people who have doctorates: “You & Ted would be crazy to get doctorates!” were her very words. She said they figured grad school grind in America would kill me, so “they sent me to Cambridge.” I gather “they” feel some control over my life which explains Miss Chase’s shock when I told her about my coming marriage last spring. They hadn’t allowed for love, evidently, and no doubt didn’t want to waste their efforts. Well, she said I shouldn’t ever think of getting a doctorate: I wasn’t going to be a scholar or academic; nor Ted either. Also, wifes & husbands are often hired on the same faculty. They would rather have me have poems & essays published in the Atlantic than a Phd. The indefatigable Miss Chase is finishing a new novel “The Edge of Darkness”2 about—guess what: life in a Maine fishing village. Well, she claims to have no illusions about being a good novelist, modestly mentioned she could count on at least 75,000 in sales, judging from her White Gate which evidently sold like hotcakes—her two former novels were London Book-of-the-Month club selections, so she covers dear Mrs. Prouty’s field. She’d evidently interviewed my tutor & director of studies & instructors here (no doubt to see if marriage & studies went together) & told me not to apply anywhere now until she’s written the head of the dept. at Smith—Mr. RG Davis. My main rival, I gather is the other American girl here, Jane Baltzell3 from Pembroke, a very good-looking blonde who has made a fine impression on the British faculty. But Jane is undecided about whether she’ll marry an old flame in Japan, so I don’t know how it will work out. There will be A Place at Smith next year (a highly-recommended but “dull” Radcliffe-Harvard girl4 is being dismissed–so much for Radcliffe) & of course the faculty would be concerned, as I am, ironically, about my being “too close” (Jane, you see, would be new to Smith). But my attitude about teaching there has changed. The freshman English program is ideal—only 3 sections, 9 teaching hours a week, and arranged to cover only 3 or 4 consecutive days! Beginners salaries are only about $3,000. But I could write & it would be a terrific chance. They even said, Miss Chase did, that If they offered me an appointment (still dubious, so don’t mention it) Ted might very well get one the next year. This year will be hard for him as several interviews are necessary anywhere for a “foreigner.” But she suggested various boys prep schools. If Smith falls through, I’m relatively sure she will help us get jobs elsewhere, & her word wields tremendous influence. Forget Babson. BU, et. They want women at Smith, amazingly enough; the faculty is over balanced with men. I want to dazzle the British here with my exams—my only real way of matching them—they ignore writing altogether but still I’m turning in a book of poems as a supplement to my exams.5 Wish us luck & look in6 this summer over dentists & all

            xxx

Sivvy

            
               1 – Dr George Gilmore.

               2 – Mary Ellen Chase, The Edge of Darkness (New York: W. W. Norton, 1957).

               3 – Jane Baltzell Kopp (1935–    ), born in El Paso, Texas; B.A. 1955, Brown University; B.A. 1957, Newnham College, Cambridge; Ph.D. 1965, University of California Berkeley; associate professor of English, University of New Mexico, 1964–70, 1975–81; married American poet Karl C. Kopp, 1969. Jane Baltzell read English on a Marshall Scholarship at Cambridge and was SP’s housemate at Whitstead, 1955–6. The Kopps were ordained and taught in Advaita Vedanta (an ancient spiritual psychological/philosophical tradition of India).

               4 – Probably Betty Isobelle Bandeen (1929–2006); M.A. 1950, Ph.D. 1958, Radcliffe College.

               5 – SP’s manuscript of ‘Two Lovers and Beachcomber’ was submitted as part of her English tripos, II. It was found in early 1969 in the English Faculty Library. A fair copy is held in the Add MS 88589, Alvarez papers, British Library.

               6 – It is unclear what this word is.

            

            
TO Aurelia Schober Plath


            c. Sunday 3 February 19571

            TLS, Indiana University

            55 Eltisley Avenue

Cambridge, England

            Dearest mother …

            So happy to hear you liked our poems—we’ve garnered a huge batch of rejections this month—many “letters from the editor”, but nonetheless causing chagrin, so it’s pleasant to see even the revival of old things. Get a copy of the February Poetry: Ted has a poem in it! Isn’t it strange the way the Atlantic & Poetry both printed me in January & Ted in February. We look forward to the day we both publish in the same magazine. I’m enclosing Ted’s check for $14 for the “Drowned Woman” to be deposited in my account, which we’ll change to a dual account when I come home.

            I’m also enclosing two pictures2 of Teddy taken on the morning of his graduation from Cambridge—we had them enlarged from a group photo, so they’re a little blurry but make him look almost handsome as he really is.

            We got the affadavits & thank you a thousand times. I can understand by reading the many various letterheads & signatures just how much time & effort it all must have cost you, but it should bring you home a handsome brilliant wonderful strong son-in-law. I love Teddy more & more each day & just can’t imagine how I ever lived without him. Our lives fit together perfectly. He is so helpful and understanding about my studies & has made a huge chart of the English writers & their dates (dating & knowing styles is necessary here and I had nothing of that unfortunately at home) and stuck it up all over one wall of the bedroom where I can learn it.

            One more request—I do hate to always be asking things. But we need more / 3cent stamps. It will pay off in the long run, I hope—your 3 cent stamps have got us in the Atlantic, the Nation & Poetry so far. Maybe more before we come home. I had a recent story of mine “The Wishing-Box” published in Granta here this week,3 very nicely set up—I’ll send you a copy when the pictures of Ted & me come back & I send them. I’m also having two rather good poems coming out in March in the new first issue of the Oxford-Cambridge magazine Gemini4 which has another story of mine scheduled for the May issue5 and has asked me to review a book of poems6 by a Classics don at Oxford. I was rather amazed, but will try to do my best.

            My Chaucer supervisor is lovely—the 2nd young woman I’ve really liked at Cambridge:7 she looks very much like Betty Aldrich, very small & pretty with vital blue eyes—married to a math prof8 here & just had a baby,9 and is also a university lecturer—quite versatile & rare for Cambridge. She’s invited Ted & me to cocktails next week—with a bunch of other students.

            In spite of my grim feeling I must read all of English literature in the next 4 months, Ted keeps me calm & stoically working & in spite of the rejections, I am very happy and alive and writing better poems—a big one about a Sow, about 45 lines & one about “The Lady and the Earthenware Head” which has the best verse I’ve ever written. Hope I can find a good berth for them somewhere.

            It is often infuriating to read the trash published by the Old Guard, the flat, clever, colorless poets here (in America there is, with much bad, much color, life & vigor). I have my fingers crossed that Ted will come to associate America with the growing acceptance and publishing of his writings. England is so stuffy, cliquey and plain bad bad.

            Please keep me posted about the work on your teeth: will it be done by the time we come home? Be sure to have a thorough complete job, no matter what the cost. Demand best care. We love you so & will be wishing you to get through this quickly and painlessly as possible. Much much love from us both. Let us know as soon as anything comes through about dearest Warrie….

            your own

sivvy

            
               1 – Date supplied by ASP.

               2 – The photographs are no longer with the letter.

               3 – Sylvia Plath, ‘The Wishing Box’, Granta 61 (26 January 1956): 3–5.

               4 – Sylvia Plath, ‘Spinster’ and ‘Vanity Fair’, Gemini 1 (Spring 1957): 6–8.

               5 – Sylvia Plath, ‘All the Dead Dears’, Gemini 2 (Summer 1957): 53–9.

               6 – Sylvia Plath, review of C. A. Trypanis, Stones of Troy, Gemini 2 (Summer 1957): 98–103. C. A. (Constantine Athanasius) Trypanis (1909–93) was a Greek classicist.

               7 – Middle English scholar and university professor Elizabeth Zeeman (later Salter, 1925–80). According to SP’s calendar, the Zeemans lived at 7 Grange Road.

               8 – Mathematician and university professor Sir Erik Christopher Zeeman (1925–2016). The Zeemans divorced c. 1959–60.

               9 – Middle English scholar and university professor Nicolette Zeeman (1956–    ).

            

            
TO Aurelia Schober Plath


            Friday 8 February 1957

            TLS (aerogramme),

Indiana University

            <SP wrote ‘No. 1’ on address side of letter>

            Friday morning

February 8, 1957

            Dearest mother …

            It is just 10:30 and I am fresh from a morning walk through the meadows to Granchester. The sun is flooding into our livingroom, the birds chirruping, and all is wet, melted, and spring smelling. We still have had no snow here! I wish I could describe the beautiful walk—I set off after Ted left & I had cleaned up the house, and met not a soul. I tramped over a mud-puddled path, through a creaky crooked wooden stile, and strode along—meadows shining bright silver-wet in the sun, and the sky a seethe of grey clouds and egg-shell blue patches, the dark bare trees along the river framing brilliant green meadows. On my right was a knotty, gnarled hawthorn hedge, red haws bright; and behind the hedge, the allotment gardens of cabbages and onions rose to the horizon, giving way to bare plowed fields. I found a squirrel tree—I saw a bushy-tailed grey squirrel clamber up and vanish in a little hole; I started flocks of great hook-beak black rooks wheeling, and watched a glistening slim pinkish-purple worm stretch and contract its translucent coils into the grass. There was a sudden flurry of rain, and then the sun shed a silver light over everything and I caught a passing rainbow in a pastel arc over the tiny town of Cambridge, where the spires of King’s chapel looked like glistening pink sugar spikes on a little cake. I kept smelling the damp sodden meadows and the wet hay and horses, and filling my eyes with the sweeps of meadow rises and tree clumps. What a lovely walk to have at the end of the street! I felt myself building up a core of peace inside and was glad to be alone, taking it all in. I went to visit my head, too. Remember the model head MB Derr1 made of me? Well, it’s been knocking about, & I didn’t have the heart to throw it away, because I’de developed a strange fondness for the old thing with passing years. So Ted suggested we walk out into the meadows and climb up into a tree & ensconce it there, so it could look over the cow pastures and river. I returned there for the first time today, and there it was, high up on a branch-platform in a gnarled willow, gazing out over the lovely green meadows with the peace that passes understanding. I like to think of leaving my head here, as it were. Ted was right: every time I think of it now, I feel leaves and ivy twining around it, like a monument a rest in the midst of nature. I even wrote a rather longish poem about it (only ending differently) which I’ll type out in an adjoining letter & send you.

            Somebody at last has decided to take the flat upstairs. We really put ourselves out, as the landlady lives in another town, to show people the flat in the evenings & I’d gotten fed up trying to excuse its barren discomforts to people who complained to me, so Monday when another couple called up to see it, I said to myself it was the last one I’d show around. Where we have to share the bathroom upstairs, I hoped it wouldn’t be some mad, suspicious assassin-type couple, like some that came. Well it was a rather sickly looking pair—the boy still in University studying natural sciences & a rather stupid pallid thick-ankled Scots-girl wife who had left highschool to get married. Ironically enough the boy’s name was George Sassoon.2 “Any relation to Siegfried Sassoon?”3 I asked idly. It turned out that the boy was his son. And a pale, sick looking runt of a wealthy stock he is, too. They move in sometime next week.

            Ted is so much happier about his teaching. I have never seen such a change. He doesn’t come home utterly exhausted the way he used to, and proudly tells me how he’s learned to make his discipline work, & how his psychology of treating them works out. He has become interested in one or two of the boys & given them extra reading etc. I feel he is mastering his work now, not letting it sap all his energy & letting the boys run all over him. They must really admire him, he is such a strong fascinating person, compared to the other sissy teachers they get. He told me how he had them shut their eyes & imagine a story he told them—very active & vivid—& when the bell to end school rang, they all groaned & wanted him to finish the story. So I am glad that he is literally making the best of a very hard job.

            Good news about the visa came today—due to our combined efforts & your wonderful slew of forms, they approved Ted’s application & (although he hasn’t got the actual visa yet) he will get it on reporting to London for a medical exam sometime in April. So that is one more albatross gone.

            I do wish we could win the pools. Pan (our ouija imp) has been getting better & better about it & tells us more & more accurately. Last week we got 20 points out of a possible 24 (which would be a fortune of £75,000, given out every week). We keep telling Pan we want it so we can have leisure to write & have lots of children, both. Pan is very understanding & really works at it: one evening a week we perform our ritual of sitting by the fire, drinking port, & asking Pan, one by one, the 55 game results: he only has to say whether the teams will tie or not. If we won, we could deposit the money & live off the interest—write when & wherever we wanted & not get desperate about jobs. I feel I could write a good novel if I had a year off—I need time & space. Oh well, it’s a nice dream. Wish us luck, anyhow

            xxx

sivvy

            
               1 – Mary Bailey Derr Knox (1932–    ), B.A. 1954, art, Smith College.

               2 – George Thornycroft Sassoon (1936–2006), British; B.A. 1958, natural sciences, King’s College, Cambridge; son of Siegfried Sassoon and distant cousin of SP’s former boyfriend Richard Sassoon. In 1957, George Sassoon and his wife Stephanie Munro Sassoon (1938–    ) lived above SP and TH at 55 Eltisley Avenue.

               3 – English poet Siegfried Sassoon (1886–1967).

            

            

            
TO Aurelia Schober Plath


            Friday 8 February 19571

            TLS (aerogramme),

Indiana University

            <SP wrote ‘No. 2’ on address side of letter>

            Friday morning

later

            Dear mother …

            Here is a copy of the poem I said I’d send. It is called The Lady & the Earthenware Head.

            
               
                  
                     Fired in sanguine clay, the model head

                     Fit nowhere: thumbed out as a classroom exercise

                     By a casual friend, it stood

                     Obtrusive on the long bookshelf, stolidly propping

                     Thick volumes of prose—

                     Far too unlovely a conversation piece,

                     Her visitor claimed, for keeping.

                  

                  
                     And how unlike! In distaste he pointed at it:

                     Brickdust-complected, eyes under a dense lid

                     Half-blind, that derisive pout—

                     Rude image indeed, to ape with such sly treason

                     Her dear face: best rid

                     Hearthstone at once of the outrageous head.

                     With goodwill she heard his reason,

                  

                  
                     But she—whether from habit grown over-fond

                     Of the dented cariacature, or fearing some truth

                     In old wives’ tales of a bond

                     Knitting to each original its coarse copy

                     (Woe if enemies, in wrath,

                     Take to sticking pins through wax!)—felt loath

                     To junk it. Scared, unhappy,

                  

                  
                     She watched the grim head swell mammoth, demanding a home

                     Suited to its high station: from a spectral dais

                     It menaced her in a dream—

                     Cousin perhaps to that vast stellar head 

                     Housed in stark heavens, whose laws

                     Ordained now bland, now barbarous influences

                     Upon her purse, her bed.

                  

                  
                     No place, it seemed, for the effigy to fare

                     Free from annoy: if dump-discarded, rough boys

                     Spying a pate to spare

                     Glowering sullen and pompous from an ash-heap

                     Might well seize this prize

                     And maltreat the hostage head in shocking wise

                     Afflicting the owner’s sleep—

                  

                  
                     At the mere thought her head ached. A murky tarn

                     She considered then, thick-silted, with weeds obscured,

                     To serve her exacting turn:

                     But out of the watery aspic, laurelled by fins

                     The simulacrum leered,

                     Lewdly beckoning. Her courage wavered:

                     She blenched, as one who drowns,

                  

                  
                     And resolved more ceremoniously to lodge

                     The mimic-head—in a crotched willow tree, green-

                     Vaulted by foliage:

                     Let bell-tongued birds descant in blackest feather

                     On the rendering, grain by grain,

                     Of that uncouth shaped to simple sod again

                     Through drear and dulcet weather.

                  

                  
                     Yet, shrined on her shelf, the grisly visage endured,

                     Despite her wrung hands, her tears, her praying: Vanish!

                     Steadfast and evil-starred,

                     It ogled through rock-fault, wind-flaw and fisted wave—

                     An antique hag-head, too tough for knife to finish,

                     Refusing to diminish

                     By one jot its basilisk-look of love.

                                                      ————

                  

               

            

            And that’s that. Excuse the rather patched appearance occasioned by run-on lines!

            xx

Sivvy

            
               1 – Date supplied from postmark.

            

            

            
TO Aurelia Schober Plath


            Saturday 16 February 1957

            TLS (aerogramme),

Indiana University

            Saturday, Feb. 16, 1957

            Dearest mother …

            It is a lovely sunny clear frosty morning, which probably means it will pour buckets before afternoon. I so appreciated the 3cent stamps: they came just in the nick of time. Ted & I sent off two big manuscripts this week, which meant a lot of typing: Ted’s 2nd draft of his children’s animal fables, much improved with 3 newly-written ones substituted for 3 less successful ones—we have our fingers crossed that the Atlantic Press lady will be pleased about them & perhaps now think of publishing them: one thing, I am now sure they are salable, which neither of us could tell before we had an official outside opinion. I am also sending my present batch of poems to the Yale Series Of Younger Poets’ Contest today—a double-spaced book of about 55 pages of poetry (63 including contents, acknowledgements, etc.). Ted’s fables run to 48 pages. I have really been ripping through the corrasable bond!1

            No new publishing news; a few rejections, & all else hangs fire. Somehow my projects always come to a discouraging standstill in mid-winter, but they usually flower in spring. Dear Dr. Krook has insisted on us borrowing her lovely Fyrside kerosene heater for the rest of the year as she has moved into a flat with central heating—I wouldn’t borrow it till she insisted. It means we can sell the old one we bought now while there is still a demand, cease using the filthy coal altogether (which had to be stoked every hour or so & was either too hot or too cold) & this heater can be regulated & is really lovely and even-temperatured warm.

            Ted & I went to Mrs. Zeeman’s cocktail party & found it a dreadful bore—the gauche awkward students standing in stiff awkward little groups & only getting verbose when they’d drunk enough—and although the Zeemans were nice enough, they seemed so “easy”, so accessible. It must be a kind of tyranny to have to invite people to parties who are dull. Wendie Christie’s parties are much more fun–she is a perfect hostess: a friend of Dr. Krook’s, I may have mentioned, whose husband died tragically while she was over here, leaving her with two children. She loved her husband very dearly, & is very courageous. She sits in on my supervisions & tonight I am going over to her house while she teaches me how to make one of her famous stews, & Ted will come over later & help eat it.

            We will probably postpone London, dentist, etc until my vacation & have Ted’s physical for his visa then, as they suggested: I am so relieved he is approved (probably being married to an American has a lot to do with it). I only hope subtly I can make him fall in love with America: show him that the “pressure” & public-affairs are non-existent, almost, if one leads one’s own life: show him the Cape & give him lots of time to write. Much as I would like to live at home all summer, I am afraid it would really curtail our work: I know that there will probably be a whirl of dinners & meeting people for a week or two—and look very forward to it. But Ted & I treasure our complete privacy & I feel it might be awkward to be in such a small neighborhood & not want to socialize at all after the first meeting. If we don’t write furiously all summer, we’ll not feel willing to accept the demanding responsibility of a first job. I do wish we could work out the cape: if only we could sort of be caretakers in a rich person’s cottage on the cape—ted mowing lawns & me helping cook or something—but of course the danger there is of indefinite demands & encroachments. I still hope, that if Ted or I get any advances of money for books or writing that we can get a Cape cottage. I am very bad at having people saying: “Shh, they’re writing.” Writing is a strictly anti-social job, & we need to be away from phones & friends when we do it. Did you send Mrs. Prouty a Poetry with my poems? I hope not, because I’m going to send her one with a letter, & I think she prefers having me send things, because it means I’ve thought about her.

            I have a rather jaundiced eye about Mary Ellen Chase. I feel she is just playing me off against this other girl, Jane Baltzell, who, as I said, would really be better at Smith as she is fresh & knows nobody there. If Jane decides she won’t get married to this guy in Japan, she would choose to teach there. Meanwhile, I send out no letters; and you send me no names & addresses: of Swarthmore, U. of Conn., Amherst, etc. I need them. I’ll want to write right away after letting Miss Chase have her play about. And I am helpless away from University catalogues: please send me the names of the heads of Eng. Depts. too. I really don’t want to be a waitress. Miss Chase’s peculiar dismissal of men in a woman’s life is manifest in her statement that Ted could get a job in Conn. if I taught in Mass. & we could “see each other on weekends.” That is not the kind of woman I want to fix up our jobs. If she doesn’t come through with one for me, so Ted can get something close by, well, too bad for the teaching profession. What is Warren doing this summer? I made a terrific lemon-meringue pie last night, my first, & the Flako crust is wonderful & it looks like a dream—with the oven thermometer I no longer scorch things & am very pleased. Hope to learn a whole lot of our old home-recipes when I come home in June. Do write & send addresses. If they send my poetry Mss. back to Wellesley (I addressed the return envelope to 26 Elmwood) be sure & let me know right away –

            xxx

Sivvy

            
               1 – A brand of erasable typing paper.

            

            
TO Aurelia Schober Plath


            Sunday 24 February 1957

            TLS with envelope,

Indiana University

            Sunday afternoon

February 24, 1957

            Dearest mother …

            Hello, Hello! I realized only after I had put the call through that it must not yet be 6 a.m. in the hamlet of Wellesley, but I thought you wouldn’t mind being wakened up by such good news—and I simply couldn’t keep it another minute. They had secretly changed your phone number, so there was much delay & waiting, but finally you were roused & discovered.

            We walked around in a trance all yesterday. Ted & I felt grumpy Saturday morning after a week of three letters-from-editors rejecting Ted’s poems for spurious reasons. They talk about having “room” for poetry as if they only had visas for a special secret aristocracy, & the visas were all taken: they are So Sorry. Well, the idiots should Make Room for fine poetry. & that’s Ted’s.

            The big judges—W. H. Auden, Stephen Spender, & Marianne Moore (all of whom I’ve met, interestingly enough)—are big enough to be safe to recognize new poetic genius & not be scared of it as small jealous poets & frightened poetry editors are.

            The telegram1 came at about 10:30 yesterday morning. We gawped at it. At first we both thought that Ted’s poem at the Atlantic had got some piddling prize. Then light dawned, and we both jumped about, yelling & roaring like mad seals. The telegram was from New York & said: Our congratulations that “Hawk In The Rain” judged winning volume Poetry Center First Publication. Award letter will follow!! Well, we await the letter in a fury of excitement to know details. 

            No money prize is offered—just publication—by Harper’s, I believe. But under the auspices of these three fine judges—the 3 best living & practicing poets in the world today, I’m sure Ted’s book will be a best seller!

            We are dying to know when & how it will be published. I have written both to Mary Ellen Chase & Olive Higgins Prouty telling them the good news.

            You know, it is, to the day, the anniversary of that fatal party where I met Ted! And I’d read his poems before & had a vision of how much I could do for him & with him! Genius will out. We are not letting it go to our heads but working twice as hard. I only hope he gets his book of children’s fables accepted somewhere. He has got a terrific idea for another children’s book, & we could demand a really good illustrator if this one were a published success: the 2nd one is about his demon-fairy, Snatchcraftington, taking a little boy, or boy and girl, on 26 adventures through the lands of each letter of the alphabet: from the Land of A to the Land of Z.

            I am more happy than if it was my book published! I have worked so closely on these poems of Ted’s and typed them so many countless times through revision after revision that I feel ecstatic about it all. I am so happy his book is accepted first. It will make it so much easier for me when mine is accepted—if not by this Yale Series, then by some other place. I can rejoice then, much more, knowing Ted is ahead of me. There is no question of rivalry, but only mutual joy & a sense of us doubling our prize-winning & creative output.

            You know how breathlessly I always waited for mail & prize telegrams. Well, imagine how marvelous it is to have Ted grown equally sensitive to the mailman’s miraculous potential footstep & wait as eagerly as I!

            A whole pot of milk burned black out on the stove yesterday while we called you & danced about. We had to air the house—it was burnt down to a black crisp, the milk, I mean—and throw the pot away!

            Then both of us wandered around town in the rain, shining with joy. We ate lunch at a lovely English bar, salad, bread & cheese, & ale, bought an armful of books, had tea opposite King’s, and a delicious supper of soups, stuffed tomatoes, turkey, lemon mousse & Chablis (a habit the dear Aldriches started with us last spring, which we don’t want to break) at a new posh restaurant. We didn’t have enough money for snails & venison, but are going back to eat them if I win any poetry money soon.

            Do tell Betty that, lacking children of our own at present, we need to borrow some of hers so Ted can tell them fairy-stories & see what parts interest them & what sort of adventures they like. 

            We don’t care really, what reviews the book gets, as long as it’s bought & read. It’s magnificent—far superior to Richard Wilbur, who never treats the powerful central emotions & incidents of life. Wilbur writes with elegance, wit and grace, about autumn, falling icicles, potatoes, deaths of toads, ocean scenes, garden parties, & similes for ladies smiles. Ted writes with color, splendour & vigorous music about love, birth, war, death, animals, hags & vampires, martyrdom—and sophisticated intellectual problems, too. His book can’t be typed: it has rugged violent war poems like “Bayonet Charge” & “Griefs for Dead Soldiers”, delicate, exquisite nature poems about “October Dawn”, & “Horses”, powerful animal poems about Macaws, Jaguars, & the lovely Hawk one which appeared in the Atlantic & is the title poem of the book. He combines intellect & grace of complex form, with lyrical music, male vigor & vitality, & moral committment & love & awe of the world.

            O, he has everything.

            And I am so happy with him. This year is hard for both of us. I should not have 3 jobs—writing, cooking & housekeeping, & studying for tough exams. I would like, after a year, maybe two, of teaching to satisfy my self-respect, to give up work & combine writing & being a wife & mother. But have children only after I have a poetry book & a novel published, so my children fit into my work routine & don’t overthrow mine with theirs. We are such late-maturers—beginning our true lives at the average age of 25, that we don’t want children for at least several years yet. Until we’re well-off enough financially to afford a housekeeper like Mrs. Moore,2 so I won’t be torn between domestic chores & my writing fulfillment, which is my deepest health—being articulate in print. We plan to stay in America probably two years, then apply for writing fellowships, both of us—Saxton & Guggenheim, & live for a year or two writing solidly in Italy, in a villa near Rome. And then, if there are children, perhaps you would come over in the summer, like Mrs. Wilbur did, to live next-door, & help babysit now and then!

            As Doctor Krook—who is Doris to me now, the dear woman—said so sweetly yesterday at my fine supervision on D. H. Lawrence:3 it seems to be nothing but delightful choices & prospects for us two!

            You see how honest talent & faith work out! Neither Ted nor I married for money, social position, or family heritage. Just love, & worshipping the gifts in each other & wanting to spend our lives fulfilling them in each other. & now we will have money, social position, & belong to the aristocracy of practicing artists, with our families, too!

            Ted is particularly happy for the “social status” this news will give his dear parents for the rest of their days in Hebden Bridge. He says it will mean an increased income of several pounds a week for his father, who runs a tobacconist’s shop—curious, awed townspeople coming to hear the story first hand about how “Willy Hughes’ boy made good.” Writing is looked down upon as “arty”—until it brings publication & Money. Well, the money doesn’t matter to us. We both said we’d rather have this happen than win the Pools—the pools are a mere freak of luck, available to anybody. But this success radiates from the inside out, & is something unique.

            I’m enclosing a check from the Nation for Ted’s winter poem which I’d forgotten about.. Do deposit it to our account. I’d appreciate it so much if you would consider going ahead with plans for a cottage on the Cape for the summer. It would be such a bother for me to challenge another unfamiliar community in the Maine or NH woods somewhere. I long to go somewhere I know the shops & the routine, & to write in the sun & sand by the sea. It is part of my long-range project of making Ted love America. The money will come. I am sure of it. What about us taking a little cottage in Mrs. What’s-her-name’s4 woods—it seems so quiet there—none of the horrid gaudy commercialism. & if we could get bikes. Well, I suppose the market in Orleans is too far away for bikes. Do those grocers deliver?

            We could only want it for 2 months, July & August, maybe through Labor Day. But we could go back to Wellesley in early September. Or maybe to wherever we’ll be working, to settle.

            If we were on the Cape, you could come down on weekends. If we had a spare room, you or Warren could come stay with us weekends, you see. It would be so wonderful. And those kitchens were so dear & well furnished. I could bake blueberry muffins! We can’t stay in Wellesley, I know ahead of time, because we’d be so put upon having to refuse invitations & being by the phone. We want none of that. We want to be antisocial & write & sun for two months. And of course if we are to teach, there will be the strain of preparing lectures etc.

            Perhaps if you mentioned that two writers wanted peace & quiet for the summer, Mrs. ? would lower her rent a little? Don’t we have enough for a month’s rent already??? In our little bank. Then there’s only another month’s rent to earn, & food. We’d live very simply.

            Do let me know about Warren’s choice of a job. I am so eager to know which among his lovely lucrative possibilities he chooses!

            Do think about all this, & let us know what you think. Wellesley, except for about 10 days, is out. It’s too polite & social & over-civilized for us rough island writers. & only the Cape could offer health & beauty with peace to write away from phones, etc.

            Write soon. Treat yourself after the dentist, now!

            xx Sivvy

            <on verso of envelope>

            ps. – wish we could see john ciardi’s articles5 & all about them – am very interested & have sent off poems from both ted & me – could you possibly clip them from somewhere & send them?

            ———

            what is the name of head of Amherst’s eng. dept?

            ———

            why is apple pie full of watery sugary fluid?

            ———

            what’s your recipe for our lovely bland homemade mayonnaise???

            xxx

Sivvy

            
               1 – See John Bleibtrau to TH, 22 February 1957; held by Emory University.

               2 – American novelist and story writer Sarah-Elizabeth Rodger Moore (1909–85); B.A. 1931, Barnard College. Married Clement Sulivane Henry, Jr, 6 April 1933; divorced 1942. Married chemistry researcher Leonard Patrick Moore (1908–83) on 5 May 1945.

               3 – English writer D. H. Lawrence (1885–1930).

               4 – Myrtle Spaulding.

               5 – American poet and translator John Ciardi (1916–86). Ciardi published a number of articles in the Saturday Review including ‘What Every Writer Must Learn’ (15 December 1956): 7–8, 37–9; ‘Verse to Remember’ (22 December 1956): 15; ‘A Close Look at the Unicorn’ (12 January 1957): 54–7; ‘The Reviewer’s Duty to Damn: A Letter to an Avalanche’ (16 February 1957): 24–5.

            

            

            
TO Smith Vocational Office


            Sunday 24 February 1957

            TLS on Vocational Office postcard,

Smith College Archives

            Feb. 24, 1957

            
                

            

            I should be very interested in a position teaching freshman English on college level in or near New England this coming year—if possible a co-ed college, or near a boy’s prep school or college where my husband could also teach English. (He’s a teacher and published poet).

            Sylvia Plath Hughes

            55 Eltisley Ave.

Cambridge, ENG

            
TO John Lehmann1


            Tuesday 26 February 1957

            TLS, University of Texas at Austin

            55 Eltisley Avenue

Cambridge

February 26, 1957

            Mr. John Lehmann

Editor

THE LONDON MAGAZINE

31 Egerton Crescent

London S.W.3

            Dear Mr. Lehmann:

            I am sending along several poems2 among which I hope you may find something suitable for publication in The London Magazine.

            Within the last few years my poems have appeared in The Atlantic Monthly, Harper’s, Mademoiselle, The Nation, Poetry (Chicago) and other magazines.

            Thanking you for your time and consideration, I am

            Very truly yours,

Sylvia Plath

            
               1 – English poet and editor Rudolf John Frederick Lehmann (1907–87).

               2 – Notes on SP’s letter in unknown hands comment on ‘Spinster’ and ‘Black Rook in Rainy Weather’ only.

            

            

            
TO Edith & William Hughes


            Wednesday 27 February 19571

            ALS, Family owned

            Wednesday morning

            Dear Ted’s mother & dad!

            Isn’t he wonderful! You know, the telegram came Saturday, exactly a year after our first meeting at the St. Botolph’s party2 celebrating Ted’s poems & I knew then – having read his poems even before I met him – in a kind of intuitive vision I saw he could be a great poet – like Yeats, or Dylan Thomas & probably better. On our wedding day, last June, Ted’s first poem was accepted by Poetry – and now, hundreds of typed pages later, his first BOOK! I knew it would come – but hardly dared hope for it so soon.

            We await the award letter, with its details (we still don’t know when the book will be published). The contest was put on in all England & America by Harper’s publishing company – an enormous posh company with offices in New York & London.

            The judges were not mealy-mouthed little poets (who I honestly believe are scared to publish Ted’s work for fear his brilliance will eclipse their own piddling poems) – nor un-poet editors – but the 3 greatest living poets today! You know, it is very strange, but a good omen, I think, that I have met all 3 judges personally: WH Auden lived & lectured at Smith College (my old Alma Mater) in 1953 & I met him then. Marianne Moore (the most famous American poetess) judged my poems which won at a little contest in America just before I sailed for England (& autographed a book of hers I still have)3 & I met Spender at a tea-party at Cambridge last year – all brilliant people, big enough to recognize genius when they see it – & the genius is Ted!

            Just picture the scene Saturday morning: we were doing usual things – Ted tying his tie, me heating milk for coffee – when the telegram came. We read it, & stared. And read it again. And again.

            Then, at last, the meaning of the news sank in & we began to jump up & down, roaring & skipping like Donkey in Ted’s animal fables, letting out little yips of joy and excitement. All this while, the little telegraph boy stood on the doorstep gaping at us–goggle-eyed–I don’t think he knew whether our hometown had perished in a flood or if we’d just won the pools!

            Immediately, then, we called you up in Hebden Bridge & afterwards, I felt I had to call mother up in America, & tell her the wonderful news – so I did. I forgot it was 5 hours earlier there, so woke her up at about 6, a.m. in the dawn hours. But she was so happy for Ted & me she just burst into tears of joy over the ‘phone. And all this time, the milk was boiling merrily to a black crisp on the stove! It was just a cinder when we went out into the kitchen, smoking the house so we tossed out the pot & all & waltzed about.

            The prestige & reputation of this – I imagine the book will be published both in England and America – makes up for the fact that poetry books don’t generally earn money. But of course, under the auspices of these grand judges, it may turn into a best seller – we’ll notify the papers.

            You should see what an impressive book it is! It is called “The Hawk In the Rain”, after the title of the first poem which was published in the Atlantic Monthly this February. I typed it all up on special paper in November & it is over 50 pages long – very fine – most first poetry books are about only 30 pages.

            We hope to get as many of the poems as possible published in magazines before the book comes out. You’ll see it reviewed in all the papers! Just wait!

            I am so proud of Teddy & hope some day both of us can give up teaching & studying & devote all our time to our writing. We’ll be seeing you a few days over Easter probably – give our love to Walt,4 Vic5 & Hilda6 (thank Hilda for her sweet letter – we’ll write soon) & lots of love to you both –

            SYLVIA

            
               1 – Date supplied from internal evidence.

               2 – SP and TH met on 25 February 1956 at a launch party for a journal called Saint Botolph’s Review at Falcon Yard, Cambridge.

               3 – Marianne Moore, Collected Poems (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1953); SP’s signed and inscribed copy held by Smith College.

               4 – TH’s uncle Walter Farrar (1893–1976); married to Alice Horfsall Thomas Farrar (1896–1968). Their children were Barbara Farrar (1928–91), Edwin T. Farrar (1931–52), and James M. Farrar (1932–43).

               5 – TH’s cousin Victoria Farrar Watling (1938–    ).

               6 – TH’s aunt Hilda Annie Farrar (1908–2003); sister of TH’s mother Edith Hughes.

            

            

            
TO Warren Plath


            Thursday 28 February 1957

            TLS (aerogramme, photocopy),

Indiana University

            Thursday morning

February 28, 1957

            Dearest Warren …

            By now you must have heard the wonderful news. Ted & I still wait eagerly for the letter—with all its details—to follow up the telegram notifying us about the “Hawk In The Rain” winning Harper’s first publication prize. We have the telegram stuck up on our mirror, or we’d think we dreamed it! What a wonderful family we are! Some day we must all get together—Ted’s brother Gerald & his wife in Australia,1 his sister Olwyn in Paris, & Ted, you & me. I really feel there are few people like us in the world: both tall, strong, healthy, & all with special talents, & creative lives.

            Mother’s letter about your job offers just astounded Ted & me! We are both so proud. You are obviously destined to be the wealthy one—I never heard of such juicy salaries, & offering to pay graduate school fees, too! I believe you must walk quietly with yourself & think first how you want to develop your gifts & fine combined major, & then you will have the miraculous chance to choose & do just what you want! And how many people in the world today can “earn their living” by living, the way they want most to live! If your work is your “living”, everything else follows. I only hope you can get one of those “valuable for science” positions which will make you exempt from the draft. I don’t like that big 5-year plan with weekly nights, of training. The countries can’t afford to knock off their scientists—oh, poets they can well spare—so many promising young poets lost their lives in the last days of the 1st world war. But now you are experiencing the wonder of being The Scientist in an age where the Scientist is at a premium & can call his own tunes. Bang, Crash! We are really excited about seeing you—less than four months, now! And so proud to have a scientist in the family. We may be famous writers someday,—Ted surely has made a fine beginning—but you see poems just aren’t as negotiable for as cash as test-tube results! 

            I notice with horror that three huge magazines have failed the last year: all potential markets, alas, for me: the American,2 Collier’s3 & Woman’s Home Companion!4 Didn’t Mrs. Moore write for the American?5 Where will she turn her allegiance. Ask Clem6 if she is writing on that novel she mentionned when we were last there. I admire her so much & hope she can meet Ted sometime.

            This letter is really for you: in answer to your fine one, so share the news with mummy. Our letters crossed, both talking about the chances of Ted & me taking grammy’s place at the Spaulding’s for the summer. I just got mummys letter today. I can’t think of any place I’d rather be—except of course, at Cantor’s in Chatham, right on the beach. But we would really rather write privately in those little woods & I’d know how spic & span & well-stocked the kitchens are—and after living in near squalor here, it would be heaven. Tell mother we’d like to plan 8 weeks, not just 6—we know the money will come from somewhere & both of us should earn something from writing by then. Tell her to talk Mrs. Spaulding into some good arrangement—be indefinite at first—we’re young writers, poor, etc. Then: 8 weeks from Sat. July 6 to Sat. August 31st—perhaps 7 weeks, if we cut back to August 24th—but we’ll want to get to work earlier in July—the 6th & that still gives about 11 days home.

            The best thing about this arrangement is that you could drive mother down & stay with us every, or at least every other weekend! It is would be so economical that way! I don’t like to think of mother driving herself, & we’d love to see you every weekend & see summer theater, Provincetown, go deep-sea fishing, etc. My second campaign is to make Ted love America, which only experience can do: writing for him is 1st: So—plenty of time to write during the week. We’d like the quietest, most shaded, secluded cabin—I feel sentimental about grammy’s & would like that most. Then mother could sleep in Grammy’s room & you on the porch. How heavenly it would be. After this stoic year—me having to sacrifice too much time to studies for exams, Ted exhausting himself over his juvenile delinquents, we’ll need utter Rest to write. & also prepare for our teaching jobs in fall—whatever they may be. So: the Cape. The cost will be repaid tenfold by what we produce & the rest & vigor it gives us to face our jobs. & how rich for mother to have you, me & ted for 2 whole months. Let me know the minute you hear about your plans for Germany. I’m so glad we plan to be in New England till you come back. I don’t ever want mother left all alone—we’ll spend Thanksgiving, Xmas & Easter vacations with her, of course. I am so ecstatic about Ted’s book! It is the 1st of many—I always wanted a man to look up to—and now, you will understand, how much easier it will be for me when one of mine gets accepted—having him there 1st. Oh, some day, we dream, we’ll get writing fellowships to Italy—to Rome, in about two years & having nothing to do but write. Our fondest dreams. Now, mother must be starting her teeth operations now—very gruelling & a sore point with her, as with any woman. You can help & relieve me if you give her a treat after the worst times—buy her play tickets, or concert tickets—take her for a driving jaunt to dinner at a country inn instead of making her cook—build up her morale all during it.

            Oh, I just live till June 25th! Do write –

            xxx

Sivvy

            <on the return address side of letter>

            p.s. – Thank mummy for all the university addresses –

            xxx

s.

            
               1 – Gerald Hughes (1920–2016), TH’s brother, married to Joan (Whelan), 1950; father of Ashley (1954–    ) and Brendon (1956–    ).

               2 – The American Magazine was a monthly magazine that published until August 1956.

               3 – Collier’s was a weekly magazine that published until 4 January 1957.

               4 – Woman’s Home Companion was a monthly magazine that published until January 1957.

               5 – Sarah-Elizabeth Rodger Moore published nearly two dozen stories in The American.

               6 – Clement Moore Henry (1937–    ); Warren Plath’s roommate at Phillips Exeter Academy; A.B. 1957, Ph.D. 1963, Harvard University; M.B.A. 1981, University of Michigan.

            

            
TO Michael Frayn1


            Saturday 2 March 1957

            TLS, Michael Frayn

            55 Eltisley Avenue

March 2, 1957

            Dear Michael …

            Thank you very much for your letter. I thought your comments on the two stories – “Invisible Man” & “Wishing Box” quite just – although I am still regrettably fond of the first – I suppose the elaborate style and whimsy is a kind of safeguard against the impact of the actually ghastly naked situation – which in both cases is a complete annihilation of the creative identity. But perhaps I’ll be able to write that straight out, bang crash, someday, without getting fancy & hedging. 

            I think it would be fine if you were willing to come look at some poems, etc. over here – and I can guarantee great mugs of coffee. Do plan to come when you won’t be in a fearful rush so we can talk over some of the things. How about either this Friday, March 8, at around 10:30 am – or, if you have classes, Monday, March 11, at the same time. In fact, name your time either of these two mornings & drop me a line saying which is best.

            I hope you can discover the flat all right – Eltisley Ave. is right on the way to sludgy Granchester Meadows; the house, on the right, looks nightmarishly exactly like all the rest, except that is has a small, tortuously withered tree by the front hedge –

            Looking forward to seeing you –

Sylvia

            
               1 – Michael Frayn (1933–    ), British playwright; B.A. 1957, modern languages (French and Russian) and moral sciences, Emmanuel College, Cambridge; guest editor of Granta, Summer 1957.

            

            
TO Aurelia Schober Plath


            Thursday 7 March 1957

            TLS (aerogramme),

Indiana University

            Thursday, March 7, 1957

            Dearest mother …

            Well, each day I have said: “If I just wait one more day with a letter, then the letter from the Poetry Center will have come, & I can quote it to mother.” Almost 2 weeks have passed & no letter yet. I suppose it will be a detailed thing, with all sorts of practical matters in it about publication date, etc. but we live in a kind of suspension, under the bright light of the telegram which is stuck in a place of honor over our livingroom mirror next to the dear wood-shaving angel you sent at Christmas, which we believe brings us luck. I’ll let you know as soon a I do about the news.

            The most blissful thing is your two letters about the Spaulding’s cape cottage. You don’t know the change that’s come over Ted & me, just dreaming of it. For us, it’s the most magnificent present in the world: a Time and a Place to Write! And the Cape is my favorite place in the world. Just the vision of that little spic-and-span kitchen with the icebox & stove & the sun streaming in, sustains me through the grim plodding of studying masses for exams. And to have a place I know will be such a rest. It is really exhausting to “discover” a new town—shops, quiet nooks, etc. And I think the 7 weeks on the Cape will be the best start on my secret campaign to make Ted fall in love with America—he is getting really excited & glad about it now, and I, vicariously, am more than doubly glad to go back and open up its treasure chests to him. He loves to fish, so maybe you & I can accompany him & Warren deep-sea fishing some weekend. We’d love a party on June 29th & should be marvelously rested from the boat trip. My exams finish about June 1st, so I’ll have leisure to pack while Ted goes on teaching right up to sailing date.

            By dint of much typing, I manage to keep 20 manuscripts out continuously from both of us. There was a dead lull for a week after the telegram: Ted & I both had miserable colds last weekend, he having to miss a day of school & me a day of class: the Corizin pills just covered his cold & kept him from the miserable sneezy stage, but when I came down with my cold, as I do, immediately after nursing him through his, there were none left, so I gritted on doping myself with Empirin. We’d really appreciate another little bottle of those anti-cold pills if you wouldn’t mind sending them. We have plenty of vitamins to last us till we get home.

            Amusingly, after Ted & me saying: “Well, the answers to our mss have to come someday” & envisioning the Post Office hiring a truck to bring us the accumulation of tardy mail, I opened the door this week & saw the postman a picture more complete than my wild dreams: there he stood, laden with an armful of packets & envelopes—about 10 or 12 in all. Your marvelous letters about the Cape among them. Along with the routine rejections, Ted got 2 poems accepted by Accent1 & me one accepted by The Antioch Review2—both small academic reviews, nothing like the Atlantic, but more readers, & a new name for each of us on our acknowledgements list.

            Miraculously, with the publication of a sumptuous new Cambridge-Oxford magazine (which contained 2 of my poems right after an article by Stephen Spender3 – on request from the editor), our fame has spread around Cambridge, among the students. Editors of Granta, the Cambridge “New Yorker”, have humbly asked both Ted & me for stuff. I came home after my classes late yesterday afternoon & found a very sweet boy talking to Ted—editor for one of the spring issues:4 I made coffee & gave them a piece of orange chiffon pie & we had a good talk. Ted is much more modest than I about his work, so I act as his agent. The next issue of Gemini (the new magazine) in May will carry 3 poems by Ted,5 & a story and book-review by me. & I think Granta may well produce us both:6 we do love to appear together. & at Cambridge, the undergraduate magazines are read in London by the editors—there are so few university writers—whereas in America, undergrad publications are legion & ignored by higher-ups. I’ve convinced Ted that his book will sell better if people get to read & hear & like his poems first—he is difficult & strong & overpowering & needs to be read much. So he should publish everywhere he can. I have another little editor coming tomorrow—really a nice fellow, very brilliant, who went to Moscow this year on a student-visit, who translates Russian short stories, etc. Shall try another apful Kuchen. I love giving hospitality to intelligent people. I am so happy we’ll be staying with you till July 13th. I want you to give me a constant cooking course—so I can see & make all our family recipes—strawberry chiffon pie, roast ham, chicken, etc. Ted is a most appreciative & heart-warming consumer of everything I make.

            Yesterday—as a kind of “omen”, we each got a very nice impressive formal printed announcement of the safe arrival of our manuscripts at our respective publishers—Ted’s book “How the Whale Became & Other Stories” at the Atlantic Press & my poem book “Two Lovers & A Beachcomber” at the Yale Univ. Press.7 O, bless those books for us. How wonderful it would be if they both got accepted—then Ted could write on a play & a second children’s book this summer & I concentrate on short stories & my novel! Had a lovely dinner with M. E. Chase at the Garden House8 Sunday—Ted shone, & this book news has really made her sure she can “stake her reputation” on us: she’s an amazing woman—also, had dinner at an English dream cottage—all modernized, but with old brick fire places, wood beams, white plaster – a sundeck, all glassed in, which had Ted & me groaning with envy – a rather plodding American couple, too – we felt we should have it!

            xx

S.

            
               1 – See Daniel Curley to TH, 2 March 1957; held by Emory University. Ted Hughes, ‘The Little Boys and the Seasons’ and ‘Billet-Doux’, Accent 17 (Spring 1957): 82–3.

               2 – Sylvia Plath, ‘Black Rook in Rainy Weather’, The Antioch Review 17 (June 1957): 232–3.

               3 – Stephen Spender, ‘Oxford and Cambridge Poetry’, Gemini 1 (Spring 1957): 3–5.

               4 – Possibly Nicholas Monck (1935–2013), guest editor of the 18 May 1957 issue of Granta.

               5 – Ted Hughes, ‘Famous Poet’, ‘Wind’, and ‘Macaw and Little Miss’, Gemini 2 (Summer 1957): 3–4, 15.

               6 – Sylvia Plath, ‘Mad Girl’s Love Song’ and ‘Soliloquy of the Solipsist’, Granta 61 (4 May 1957): 19; Ted Hughes, ‘Bartholomew Pygge Esq.’, Granta 61 (4 May 1957): 23–5.

               7 – See J. Lebowitz to SP, 21 February 1957; see SP’s publications scrapbook held by Lilly Library.

               8 – The Garden House Hotel was at Little Saint Mary’s Lane, Cambridge.

            

            

            
TO E. Lucas Myers1


            Thursday 7 March 1957

            ALS,2 Emory University

            Thursday

March 7th

            Dear Luke …

            I couldn’t let Ted’s letter fly off without talking some, too. It was great hearing from you & we both miss you very much. We sail from here to god-bless-America on June 20th, & both of us would be so glad if you happened to come up to Cambridge earlier than August – we’ve got a spare bed & I’m learning to cook all sorts of good things like “gaston beef stews” & “Orange chiffon pies”, as my cookbook calls them – so, I’m through my exams June 1st & we’d love to have you come visit us …
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