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‘No doubt Larkin would still have become “a real poet” if he had never met Monica, though we can never know that for sure. What is certain is that he wouldn’t have become the same poet, so profoundly was he influenced by the relationship.’


Peter Keating
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Monica on Sark, mid-1960s




PERSONAL FOREWORD, 2021


‘I don’t want to be and I won’t be an object of pity like a beggar’s sore’


Monica Jones to Philip, 1957


At the heart of this book, and my reason for writing it, is an acquaintance with Monica Jones over a decade in which my life was changed by her. I am in two minds: which is the more real? The Monica I knew as a young man in the 1960s? Or the Monica I now know from thousands of pages of manuscript documentation, sixty years on? The book turns on that pivot. I am fortunate to be the first scholar to have had full access to relevant (for my personal purpose) sections of the vast archive of Monica Jones’s letters to Philip Larkin in the Bodleian Library. First but, in one respect, last. I am the last living, breathing, still actively writing, witness to what Miss Monica Jones actually was in her prime and in the flesh.


In crucial ways Monica made me. It’s a grand assertion, but she asserted it herself to Philip Larkin:


I’ve got the boys, John and Bill,* that I’ve produced & I stood up for, & they’re my boys, aren’t they, they know they are, no matter who else taught them.


Monica’s ‘producing’ went beyond tutorials. In one aspect this book is debt repayment. I was moved, and disconcerted, to see her describe me to Philip as: ‘heavenly Sutherland’, ‘smashing Sutherland’ and ‘that sweet creature Sutherland’. Reading her letters has made me think again about myself and our relationship.*


My larger aim in this book has been to salvage Monica Jones from the versions of Monica Jones which circulated in her life and still circulate. They are contradicted and complicated by her own words. Her ‘Letters to Philip’ being the only words she chose to leave undestroyed, in their vast manuscript entirety, to posterity.* From the unplumbed depths of the fifty-four boxes in Bodley one can exhume a Monica Jones to stand alongside Philip Larkin, not behind him as his dim correspondent shadow.


Or worse: the slandered Monica: ‘grim old bag’ (Kingsley Amis); ‘an urka [Russian: thug] … Real butch … a beast’ (Martin Amis); ‘insufferable … frigid, drab, and hysterical’ (Christopher Hitchens); ‘the biggest criminal in literary history’ (Roger Lewis); ‘Built like a scary Brünnhilde … blowsy-looking blonde with black horn-rimmed glasses and a sumptuously upholstered figure’ (Maureen Paton).


Her teeth are particularly laughed at (‘ogreish’ Martin Amis calls them). Monica would admit they were not her best physical feature. She was especially proud of her head of hair and her legs. Philip Larkin, in the earlier years of their relationship, was similarly admiring. ‘Your legs,’ he said, ‘are the only legs I ever see the point of, except for walking about on, of course.’ Her hair, he told her, when caught by the twilight sun, was ‘gold’. There was another quality Philip, a connoisseur photographer, particularly admired: the chiselled features of her face and high cheekbones – in a poetic draft he called it ‘angled beauty’. It is evident in the frontispiece of this book.


Her teeth, as I observed (this, I realise, is an odd way to start a book about Monica Jones) were not perfectly aligned, perhaps a bit stained by Gold Flake cigarettes. Warned by her vanity mirror, she was wary about smiling, which students often misread as disapproval. Philip took many pictures of Monica – in none I have seen is her mouth smilingly open. Nor any without her trademark horn-rim spectacles.
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Monica, mid-1960s, in the college library


Less ad feminam among her many critics is the relegation of Monica as cumbersome life-luggage Larkin never left behind to let his poetry fly. It is because of Monica, the argument goes, that his reputation depends, meagrely, on five slim volumes. There was more poetry in him but she shrivelled it – left him, in Martin Amis’s j’accuse, ‘life starved’* and his admirers Larkin-starved. Was she Medusa Jones who turned Larkin’s genius to fifteen years of lifeless stone, denying him and us a late phase? Keats had the tubercular bacillus as his excuse. Was Monica Jones Larkin’s?


There is, I insist, another Monica. The one I knew, who should be lifted from the slough into which posterity has plunged her. Even her failings – some of which shock – merit thoughtful consideration. The case I make in the following pages is not partisan vindication, nor nil nisi memorial, nor the fond recollections of an undergraduate in the presence of a woman of cultivated mind and life-changing kindness to him.


But did I truly know her? I am shaken by some of the things I have now seen in her letters.* In her for-your-eyes-only intercourse with Philip there is a veritable basket of snakes: racism, spite, foul-mouthed lapses, shared misogyny and acidic streams of downright nastiness. She never opened that basket to me, close as I thought I was to her. But, then, she never displayed her Christian faith: something which has struck me reading her letters.* I have written this book in a shaken spirit. Was the Monica I knew, intimately as I thought until a year or two ago, illusory? ‘I wish I’d never read the things,’ I told the archive’s curator, Dr Priestman, in a moment of gloom.


Reviewers of Anthony Thwaite’s collection, Letters to Monica (2010), agreed that she brought out the best in Larkin as a letter writer. I expected to find the same qualities in her letters as in his: wit, irony, high literary sensibility founded on a stern belief in tradition, not novelty or modernism. Those qualities are certainly present in her correspondence – particularly that before the mid-1960s. But overwhelming all is one thing: pain, typically an enduring ache, too often agony.


Despite what has recently passed under my eyes, I hold on, stubbornly, to the image of what Monica was to me in the 1960s and what I believe Philip Larkin fell in love with in the 1940s and recalled at the end of his life in the 1980s. He did not, he said on his hospital bed, want to see anyone else: he ‘wanted to see Monica to tell her I love her’. The acknowledgement was deathbed real. An act of confession and, conscious of the hardship that loving Philip Larkin meant, an act of contrition.


Her letters confirm Andrew Motion’s judgement that Monica was the most important relationship of Philip’s life. Larkin was, the evidence suggests, the only man Monica slept with in her seventy-eight years. Larkin slept with several women, but Monica most of all. And, one would like to think, with her most honestly; in his fashion. His honesty had its odd aspects. In his will he left virtually everything of value to Monica – but 20 per cent of ‘residue’ he left to his last, secret (at the time he was drawing up his will) mistress, with whom he betrayed both an unknowing Monica and his equally unknowing previous mistress, Maeve Brennan. His bequest was bountiful. In 1995 Monica was receiving £70,000 a year from Philip’s booming literary estate and Betty Mackereth (the last mistress) £11,000. Maeve got nothing. Like the wasp, he could sting after death.


Monica deserves, after all these years, clear-sighted judgement. And, from me, overwhelming gratitude. Her two-thousand-odd letters to Philip are the last unclimbed peak in the Larkin range. Only one person, other than Philip, has scaled and assessed the full range: the collection’s curator, Dr Judith Priestman. Conceivably Dr Priestman did so more scrupulously than the letters’ addressee. Larkin, a librarian by primary profession (as he perversely insisted in his Who’s Who entry and Monica contradicted on his gravestone) kept the letters of Kingsley Amis in a ring-binder for ease of multiple re-reading. Monica’s letters were bundled and taped en masse. They mattered – as ‘literary’ letters – less to him. But Monica’s letters escaped the wastepaper bin. Philip thought too much of their writer for that. There is, internal evidence suggests, barely a single Monica-to-Philip letter lost to posterity. The archive is her monument to the only relationship that, at the end, mattered.


I am most of all grateful to Dr Priestman as scholarly provider and counsellor. She was the book’s first critical reader in typescript. I would have foundered in the Sargasso of the Jones letters but for her navigation. I dedicate this book to her. What follows is a personal memoir of Monica Jones in a refreshed biographical frame. My aim is to supply what I believe I can supply usefully, livingly and uniquely.


Which, to return to my original question, is truer: the felt impressions of the time – still vivid in my mind – or recollection enlarged and complicated by recently encountered archive evidence? Did I know a real Monica in the 1960s, both of us alive? Or do I know her better now in the 2020s – she long dead, Philip longer dead, and me not as long from it as I then was?


And which was – at the time I knew her – the real Monica? The woman who was cool as a cucumber, a calm and collected friend and teacher? The witty woman I ate, drank, conversed and on occasion holidayed with? Or the private Monica, in her one-woman huis clos, writing desperate, often drunken, letters to the only man she could love, who was so painfully seldom with her to receive her love? She was prepared to give him her life’s blood; all she could give him was her life’s ink. There are, in Bodley’s vaults, boxes of lonely misery. And every piece of writing contained in them is addressed to one man.


The letters I now see as Monica’s Cleopatra pyramid (his ‘rabbit of old Nile’, as Philip called Monica after her favourite Shakespeare female character). The statement her letters make, in their totality, echoes Jane Carlyle’s: ‘I too am here’. Monica struggled, but hers was a life that never got better. She would never escape Leicester, and would remain till the end, like Rapunzel, locked in her tower – redbrick, alas, not ivory – with no release until retirement. And then pensioned suffering.


What follows is an avowedly sympathetic treatment of Monica Jones. Given what I owe her, it could not be otherwise. But I withhold judgement on Philip Larkin. There are too many Philip Larkins to choose from. He is one of his nation’s greatest poets; he was a good (if consistently belly-aching to others) son to his mother. He could be despised as an utter cad or apologised for as a kind man who did unkind things; a weak man entrapped by obsessive women; a coercive controller; a predator; a love-rat; a littérateur always more interested in the letter in hand than his addressee; a ‘misogamist’ who quarantined himself to perfect his poetry; an egotist who ‘cared a tenth as much about what happened around him as he did about what was happening inside him’; an incorrigible racist; a marriage-averse polyamorist; a profoundly unhappy man whose unhappiness was catching. I subscribe to the first and last of those descriptions. Final judgements I leave to the reader.


I personally believe that the relationship of Philip Larkin and Monica Jones was a genuine, if epically bumpy, love relationship. I believe too, as Peter Keating says in the epigraph at the head of this book, that Monica was a significant force on Larkin’s writing. I agree that his poetry would not be what it is without her in its mix. But there again I will leave it to readers to make their own judgements after they have reviewed the evidence.


 


 


 


 





* For Bill Ruddick see below, passim.


* I reproduce in this book, which began as a memoir, relatively little of what she writes, at length, about me, not wishing to jog the spotlight off her, where it belongs.


* This needs qualification. There are about a thousand letters from her mother (none to her mother) that she kept. They are deposited, uncatalogued, in the Larkin collection at the Hull History Centre.


* Amis makes the point forcibly in his introduction to Philip Larkin Poems Selected by Martin Amis, 2011, pp. xxii–xxii, in his article, ‘Philip Larkin’s Women’, in the Guardian, 23 October 2010 and in his auto-fiction Inside Story, 2020.


* See below, pp. 245–250.


* See, as confirmation of her religious belief, the appendix on Monica and Philip’s respective wills.
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Origins, 1850–1922

‘I am a Northerner; what am I doing in this place?’

Monica to me, 1964; ‘this place’ is Leicester

Margaret Monica Beale Jones was born on 7 May 1922 in Llanelli, Carmarthenshire, Wales, destined to be her parents’ only child.* She would, throughout life, be more her mother’s child than her father’s although she loved, lifelong, both parents. Her mother, Margaret Lily Jones, née Peart, always called ‘Lily’, was the daughter of a man whose life was a Victorian self-help parable. The males of Robert Peart’s family had worked for generations in Weardale, rural Durham, as manual labourers in the lead mines and stone quarries which fed the Industrial Revolution. The base metal they dug up had veins of gold and copper running through it which the miners could extract and sell. Most used the bonus to treat themselves with comforts their hard work wouldn’t otherwise stretch to. Robert Peart, a thrifty, god-loving, abstinent man, hoarded his treasure trove.

In 1898, the now fifty-year-old Robert, with a sleeping partner, set up his own quarrying business in whinstone – hard black rock used in construction, roadworks and drystone walls. The Peart firm, its workforce fifty-strong, made money. Thrifty Robert bought up houses and farms around Weardale. The Peart family was able to move, at the turn of the century, from a cramped worker’s cottage to a seven-room house in the upmarket village of St John’s Chapel.

Monica loved the stories her mother, born in 1888, told about her early childhood life, before the family’s prosperity. One survives. The Peart cottage was at the top of Copt Hill in Upper Weardale, beyond the reach of any main road. During winter they always kept a sledge and a month’s supply of food in store for the inevitable snowing in. The Pearts’ cottage was hard work year-round for the village postman. One blustery day, fighting his way up, the wind blew the single postcard needing delivery out of the postman’s hands. ‘Your guests aren’t coming,’ he serenely told Mrs Peart. Nor the postcard.

Although his firm was wound up in 1928, Robert’s estate was still yielding profit as late as the 1960s from the sale of property and farmland he had acquired. Unspoiled by wealth, Robert retained his strict Wesleyan Methodist beliefs. He had married a local woman, Jane Rowell, who lived until 1937. Monica knew and loved her. Though she would never know her Peart grandfather, Monica would have good reason for loving him as much as she did her grandmother. Philoprogenitive Robert had eleven children – seven girls, four boys – all of them born in the small Copt Hill cottage, and all surviving into adulthood. Lily was the youngest girl; she was particularly close, through life, to the youngest boy, Wilfred. Monica knew him as a long-term family lodger when she was growing up. He, like her mother, had stories about Weardale which he told to his young niece, forming her into the Northerner she believed herself to be for the rest of her life.

Robert was determined his girls should get a good education, respectable husbands, and that the sons should take over the family business from him in due time. Unluckily the oldest son, Joseph, was killed by the dynamite he was handling in 1906. The three other sons survived the explosions of WW1, though two were severely wounded. A surviving photograph of the Pearts shows a troop of daughters uniformly dressed, standing to attention. The boys are in their Sunday best; Joseph, the heir apparent, bearded.*
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The Peart family

The patriarch, in the centre, is wizened. Lead does cruel things to human brains and bodies. ‘Senile decay’ is given as Robert’s cause of death in 1911, aged sixty-three. While his mind was still intact, Robert set up trusts for his wife, and for his children. The latter could live on the income of the firm (which enjoyed boom war years) until they made their own way in the world. The substantial Peart capital would in due course be divided equally among them. As a precaution, this would not be on Robert’s death but when the youngest boy, Wilfred, reached twenty-one. This delay was to keep the estate intact. Robert was a careful father and for Monica, who could never thank him, a benevolent grandfather. Over the intervening years the value of the firm appreciated. The Peart girls had ‘expectations’ and attracted hopeful suitors.

Monica’s grandmother, Jane Peart, survived until Monica was fifteen. She knew her through visits with her mother to Weardale and wrote a touching elegy in her school magazine after her death.* The family’s daughters were, all but one, trained to earn their keep. The brightest evidently became a schoolteacher, another a dressmaker. Others are described as ‘stocking knitters’. The young Peart women, all with financial ‘prospects’ from the family firm, married. The exception was the youngest, Monica’s future mother. The census for 1911 (the year Robert died) describes Lily, now twenty-three years old, as employed in ‘domestic work at home’ – a housekeeper. Her role had been laid out for her. She was appointed to be her widowed mother’s carer. With that role came, in all probability, voluntary spinsterhood. Miss Peart would be thirty-something years old when she became, in her modest way, an heiress. Not quite on the shelf, but edging towards it. This, then, was the situation of Monica’s mother before she married Monica’s father.

Monica’s father, Frederick James Jones (hereafter ‘Fred’), was cut from the same cloth as Monica’s mother. He was brought up in a respectable, Methodist, working-class family. But Fred’s father, Frederick John Jones (hereafter ‘Frederick’), did not rise in the world as had Monica’s Peart grandfather. Frederick was born in the village of Cookley, a few miles from Kidderminster, in 1864. On leaving school, aged fifteen, he went to work in the nearby Tilden Iron Works, a massive factory complex, owned by the Baldwin family. The future prime minister, Stanley Baldwin, was one of the junior managers.

Frederick was apprenticed as a tinplate polisher, along with his sister, and by his mid-twenties is listed as a skilled tinsmith. It was a thriving line of work. Victorian kitchens rattled with tinware and enamelled utensils. Frederick earned a good wage and moved house to upmarket Stourport-on-Severn, making a home for his mother and sister and an aged relative. The home could afford a thirteen-year-old live-in servant girl.

On 15 May 1894 Frederick married Alice Ann Busson. Family deaths, and his sister’s marriage, had left Frederick and Alice free agents and he decided to acquire a better-paying job in Llanelli. The proverbially Welsh surname ‘Jones’ suggests there were relatives in the town. It was a shrewd decision by Frederick. The Welsh Tinplate and Metal Stamping Company was Llanelli’s largest firm, employing a thousand workers, mainly women. It was famed countrywide for its ‘Goat’ brand of enamelled saucepans. Llanelli was duly nicknamed ‘Sospan’ and ‘Tinopolis’. You would have had to dig deep to extract from Monica, when I knew her, that she was a Tinopolitan by birth. Or by upbringing Welsh.

Once settled in Llanelli, Frederick and Alice had two children: a boy, Fred (Monica’s father), and a girl, Mary Jane. The factory wages were good and worldwide demand for ‘Goat’ produce ensured job security. The four Joneses lived a decent, working-class, devoutly Methodist life in a five-room, better than working-class house at 18 Glanmor Terrace. Frederick obviously earned well and spent wisely. The Joneses’ happiness, however, did not last. Alice died in 1900 and Frederick found himself a widower with two children under five. He called on his unmarried sister-in-law, Florence, to leave her position as a domestic servant in Brighton and move in as his housekeeper. Two years later, Frederick married Florence. It was a quiet, register-office ceremony and details on the certificate were fudged. The reason is clear. Under 1902 law the marriage was illegal, Florence being a deceased wife’s sister. If discovered, the union would be null and void. (Fred, born in 1896 of the previous marriage, was legitimate, as was his sister.) In 1907 the Deceased Wife’s Sister’s Marriage Act was passed, removing the prohibition and the fact Florence had been Frederick’s sister-in-law ceased to matter. The 1911 census records that fifteen-year-old Fred had joined his father as an apprentice in the Welsh Tinplate and Metal Stamping Company. He did well over the next three years, coming to specialise as a fitter and tool-maker. Monica’s father was good with his hands. She inherited some of that.

In the war excitement of 1914 Fred was among the first to join up. Now eighteen, he wanted more than factory life in Llanelli offered. Despite his engineering skills, Fred was recruited into the Royal Army Medical Corps. In April 1915 Private Jones was posted to the vast rear-echelon army encampment Étaples, near Boulogne. He would spend all his wartime service there. Étaples, the size of a small town, had diverse medical facilities. Fred was assigned to the infectious disease hospital. He was promoted to sergeant, which meant the comforts of mess life. There was little else comfortable at Étaples. It was a hellhole so awful that many of those passing through it were glad to go up the line and take their chances with death. Étaples’ awfulness is recorded, graphically, by the war’s most famous poets, Wilfred Owen, Robert Graves and Siegfried Sassoon.

Logistically the camp held 10 per cent of reserves for front-line infantry regiments. At its peak, this meant up to 100,000 men. While garrisoned there, soldiers were toughened up by brutal training. Because of its size and function, Étaples was a target for German aerial bombing and artillery. There was all-out mutiny in 1917. The camp police lost control. Men were shot among chaotic violence. Hospital staff, such as Fred, were armed to assist in restoring discipline. He shot no Germans, but he might have had to think about shooting his own countrymen. Fred it seems never talked about Étaples, although, as an adult, Monica was sentimental about ‘the War called Great’ and as late as the sixties tears would come to her eyes on Armistice Day if she heard a brass band, or the radio, playing ‘Keep the Home Fires Burning’.

It was not, other than the fact he survived it, a good war for Fred. His time at Étaples, however, would ultimately lead to a happy, life-changing event. The oldest surviving Peart son, Thomas, having come down with dysentery and TB while serving on the Western Front, was treated at Étaples before being discharged with a war pension. The younger brother, John Robert Peart (known, now his father was dead, as ‘Robert’) was also wounded and sent to Étaples, around 1917. He and Fred became pals. Monica told Andrew Motion what happened next:

On leave shortly before the Armistice [Fred] met Margaret Lily Peart while visiting a friend in the village of St John’s Chapel, near Stanhope in Northumberland, fell in love with her and was soon married.

The facts are more or less right. The timing is off. The ‘friend’ was Robert Peart, sent home for a spell of leave while recovering from his wounds late in the war. He was visited by his chum, Fred, himself on leave. Fred stayed in the house in St John’s Chapel and met the last unmarried daughter: Margaret Lily.

Lily and Fred fell in love. He was twenty-one, she thirty. They did not, as Monica misinformed Andrew Motion, marry ‘soon after’ but considerably later, following Fred’s demob (1919) and resettlement into civilian life. The ceremony took place on 7 November 1921, some three years after the lovers first met. The wedding was a small affair at the Wesleyan Methodist Church, St John’s Chapel. John Robert Peart was the first witness.

The delay between the sweethearts meeting and marrying was to allow Fred to find work. In 1919 non-commissioned officers did not leave the army well off. It is also likely that with the young Wilfred’s coming of age in 1921, the Peart legacy was a factor for the couple: they prudently waited until Lily came into her family bequest and they could buy a good house. It is clear that after marriage Lily regarded the Peart inheritance as hers. When she died, in 1959, she left £26,000 to her husband and daughter. While sharing, she must have retained her own bank account and solicitor over the thirty-seven years of her marriage.

 

 

 

 



* Some accounts have her date of birth 8 May 1922. She herself seems not to have been sure whether her middle name was ‘Beale’ or ‘Beal’. Both spellings are on record.

* The presence of Joseph (front right) indicates that the picture was taken before 1906, when he was killed in a work-related accident. The daughter at the extreme right at the back has a striking resemblance to Monica and is, I hazard, Margaret Lily. Wilfred, her favourite brother, whom she looked after as a child, is front centre with a lace bib.

* See below, pp. 21–22.
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Llanelli and Kidderminster,
1922–1940

‘Where her childhood was unspent’

adapted from Larkin’s poem, ‘I Remember, I Remember’

Finding no work in the North-East, Fred returned to Llanelli in 1920 and got his old job back at the Welsh Tinplate factory. It had been a good war for them – a metallic war. Once settled, the couple married. Lily accepted a future uprooted from her home to a town where she knew no one and where her northern accent marked her as an outsider. But, thanks to her nest-egg, the Joneses bought a substantial four-bedroom terraced house at 73 New Road.

A subsidiary reason for the Joneses’ premarital delay had been finding someone to take Lily’s place as her mother’s carer. There was no delay when it came to starting a family. Monica was born in Llanelli on 7 May 1922, exactly six months after her parents’ wedding in Northumberland. Monica knew about her parents’ jumping the gun, hence her white lie to Motion about them having married two years earlier than they did. Dates were, fifty years on, still a sore point when talking to a biographer.

The child was christened Margaret Monica Beale Jones. Her mother’s first name was Margaret but Monica’s ‘Margaret’ went unused, just as Lily’s had. ‘Beale’ was the maiden name of Fred’s grandmother, of whom he had been very fond, and who, presumably, was the aged relative in the family’s pre-Llanelli Stourport years. The Joneses were Methodists, though Lily would later move to Anglicanism and Monica would follow her into the same congregation. She chose to be high church but subscribed to a thoroughly latitudinarian theology. Did she believe in God, Monica was asked at the end of her life. ‘Halfway,’ she replied. But she loved Hymns Ancient and Modern all the way.

Because Lily was, modestly, an heiress, she and Fred could afford a better life, and more aspiration for their daughter, than a fitter’s wages alone could support. Lily had been brought up in a household where education for girls mattered. She was well read. Monica recalls her mother knew the Brontës’ work well – not just the two big novels. That Monica was, at the age of thirteen, reading the ‘great baggy monster’ Victorian novel Pendennis was not at the encouragement of her father. Fred was intelligent, smart with his hands, but not bookish.

In their early days in Llanelli the Joneses lived above a manual factory worker’s level, buoyed up by Lily’s inheritance and helped by there being only the one child. Why just the one? The Llanelli house had four bedrooms. Lily, one assumes, could not – having experienced it – face the wear and tear of a large family. Her health may not have been up to child-bearing. Monica told me her mother’s hands were crippled with arthritis by her forties – not that long after marriage. Anticipating the same fate, Monica resolved to master the typewriter so she could tap when she could no longer drive her fountain pen. She never did: Philip, a good typist when drafting his poems or in the office, good-naturedly mocked her efforts. ‘Rabbits don’t type,’ he told her. His other love at the time, Maeve Brennan (Potter-nicknamed ‘Mouse’), did: 100 wpm at least.

Monica had her earliest education at Llanelli primary school and would have acquired a Welsh accent, perhaps even a smattering of the language. She saw a lot of her Jones grandparents, who lived a few streets away and had no other nearby grandchildren to spoil. She had a decent working-class early childhood and was a much-loved little girl.

The Joneses did not stay in Wales. Fred’s firm’s post-war boom didn’t last. It was a good thing for Monica that it didn’t; Llanelli would have stifled her. The ‘Slump’ of 1929 and the ten-year Depression which followed was awful for Welsh industry. There were thousands of lay-offs across the principality. The Welsh tinplate factory survived – saucepans were always needed – but Fred’s days there were numbered. Monica was seven years old when the Joneses upped and left for Stourport-on-Severn, near Kidderminster. Fred had childhood roots and relatives there, although his father and stepmother stayed on in Llanelli. They had done well. Their house at 25 Coronation Road had a live-in maid. When he died in 1947 the widowed Frederick left Fred £1,200 (£42,000 in current value) – a working man’s fortune. Monica’s family, on both sides, were models of Victorian hard work and thrift.

It was a factor for Lily, one can be sure, that Kidderminster had better schools than industrial Llanelli. And her money again helped buy a comfortable house at 44 Summerfield Road, Stourport, where the Joneses would live until Fred and Lily died in 1959. Fred got a job as a works engineer (a word of which he was proud) in the kitchenware unit at the Wilden Iron Works. It was the firm his father had left thirty years before; it was still thriving, as were its owners, the Baldwins.

During Monica’s childhood there was another resident in the Joneses’ house: Lily’s favourite brother, Wilfred. He was, Monica ruefully observed on his death in 1961, the only living relative who had known and loved her from childhood. Wilfred married in 1940 and left Summerfield Road at the same time Monica took off for Oxford.
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Monica Rises, 1930–1940

‘I’ve often felt like a child having to be brought along sitting outside the bright free-masonry of grown-ups’

Monica to Philip, 1952

Early in life Monica felt that what she wanted was ‘a life chosen by one’s self and not imposed on one’. She would – by her native wits and the investment her mother would make in her education – rise. Her parents, admirable though both manifestly were, had not risen above the station they were born in. But her mother was a main influence on the life Monica chose for herself. It was in the Peart part of the world, Haydon Bridge, that Monica bought the only house she would ever own. She hiked the Pennines in her twenties and acquainted herself with the house her mother was brought up in. She became lovingly close to her Peart grandmother and other Pearts, notably Uncle Wilfred. That she was a Northerner was a theme with her.

She rarely mentions her family in letters to Philip in the first thirteen years of his relationship with her. While her parents were still alive, he met her mother only twice, in Leicester, and never met her father. Philip is not recorded as ever visiting Stourport where, until her late twenties, Monica stayed up to half the year during vacations and teaching breaks. She, meanwhile, got to know Philip’s mother and sister only too well.

One can wonder how aware Monica was of the skeletons in her family closet – her Jones grandfather’s illegal second marriage and her own premarital conception. But she must have been aware how her life, from birth on, was eased, and the wings of higher education put on her heels, by her mother’s Peart bequest. She must have been aware too of her mother’s ambition that her daughter should have a better life, and better education, than she, Lily, had shared with her sisters.

Fred left a different bequest. Why did she speak so loudly? Philip once asked complainingly. Hers had been a noisy house, she told him: despite there only being three Joneses to bawl in it. Her father, from his early teenage years, was in a shouty trade. Try banging on a saucepan for half an hour. Philip’s, she pointed out, had been a quiet house. His father was a local government manager, rising to the honour of an OBE, who spent his working life in offices where the loudest noise was the woodpecker tap of the secretary’s typewriter. Anthony Thwaite, who knew both Philip and Monica personally in later life, says: ‘They [were] born in the same year, 1922, and came from rather similar provincial middle-class backgrounds.’ There is, however, a fine distinction. Philip was what Orwell called middle-middle-class and English to the bone. He spoke like his parents. He had a nice, rolling voice, pleasant on the ear, variable in pitch, lingering on open vowels, with an overlay of Oxford. Monica had streaks of Welsh and working class beneath her later higher-class carapace. Her spoken accent always denied it, sometimes too aggressively.

One of the things that Monica resented about her colleague Richard Hoggart, when he was the Leicester department’s bright-gleaming star, was that he romanticised his working-class origins. He made a profession out of them. He was honest about where he started life. Hoggart spoke with a defiantly Yorkshire accent. Monica, in stark contrast, believed that you had to accept deracination if you accepted the gift of more book learning than the couple who gave you life. And you had to accept class and regional inauthenticity as a cost paid.

Monica’s ‘making of herself’ began, aged thirteen, with a scholarship to the Kidderminster High School for Girls. She entered as a third-former. The evidence is scanty but fellow pupils at Kidderminster High recall her as liked – although ‘respected’ may have been the more appropriate word. She described herself to Andrew Motion as a ‘dull and dim’ schoolgirl. He, rightly, did not believe her. Monica’s chronic short sight was evidently detected early. Myopia as severe as Monica’s meant no jolly hockey sticks. But she was in the school choir and got a prize for art. It was one of many prizes.

She was the school swot and, with her specs, flaunted it. One wisecrack survives. On the school bus another girl, overhearing a polysyllable, shouted out, ‘Oh, she’s swallowed a dictionary!’ Monica smartly chipped in: ‘I swallowed one years ago, and now I’m slowly digesting it.’ Another schoolmate, who travelled daily from Stourport with her, recalls: ‘She was brilliantly clever, always top of the class.’ Monica was a day girl. Whether her success at school made her father proud, we don’t know. Neither did she. Monica once told me, wistfully, that she wished she could have got closer to Fred. But did they, as she entered her teens, speak the same class dialect, did they have the same range of mind, that would enable them to be close?

Monica remembered a game she played with her schoolmates – giving her teachers marks out of ten for the seven cardinal ‘deadlies’; i.e. the ugliest, most boring, most pathetic, dimmest, etc. They kept score in exercise books. She carried the game forward into her academic life, she told Philip. It was, she said, the only fun she had at ‘poisonous’ staff meetings. She was not, entirely, a nice little girl; or, come to that, a nice colleague.

Monica did not publish in her academic life but she was the queen of her school magazine. She wrote a sad tale, as a fourth former, about a young girl discovering there is no ‘real’ Santa and spending Christmas in tears. A year later she contributed a sceptical piece about the ‘real’ Guy Fawkes and his November ‘night’. There are several poems. All her juvenile publications testify to her being a very clever pupil. One poem, ‘Requiescat’, written when she was sixteen and in the Upper Fifth, merits quoting. It is an elegy, commemorating the death of her beloved grandmother, Jane Peart, in March 1937:

She is all quiet now, only the sea

Booms sadly, sighing, surging over the hill,

And a bird in the trees is singing, singing – but she

Who was herself once like a bird, is still.

Nothing will break her quiet, here where she sleeps

Only the wild birds circle over her.

She will not know the dawn, or when night creeps

Cold-fingered, lays sleep on the flowers that cover her.

She is gone from us now, she is sleeping

Here, where there is no weariness, only repose;

For her there is no more anger, or sorrow, or weeping;

If she is forgot or remembered, she cares not, nor knows.

Rest she has found; and she has been very tired,

And now she has done with the world’s turmoil and care;

Doubtless one might find a peace here, and peace she desired,

Now the quiet old earth is over her eyes and her hair.

The loss for Lily Jones was grievous and she would have found consolation in her daughter’s verse at the funeral which they attended. What poetry had Monica been reading? Clearly Wordsworth’s ‘Lucy’ poems (‘no motion has she now, no force’). There is, in an unvisited box in Hull History Centre, a whole sheaf of Monica’s poetry from school onwards into her twenties. That vein was stopped after she became close to Philip in her twenties. She could not compete; but she preserved her poems, even her juvenilia.

In adulthood, Monica thought about her schooldays from time to time. She might not have been sporty but she discovered early on she liked the stage. She recalled her precocious stardom for Philip, dwelling on something they both admired; her legs:

Even when I was thin [she was, at the time of writing, aged forty-four, ten stone, 5ft 4in] my legs were big enough to be sexy … When I performed in the pantomime which I wrote, at school, as a scholarly patriotic girl to make money for Spitfires I ‘took Dick’ because I considered that I had principal boy legs & I couldn’t see any others.

The saucy impropriety is intended. The Spitfire remark means she was a sixth-former; and the pantomime she wrote was her version of Dick Whittington.

On a home visit in 1949, in the bedroom she had grown up in, she turned up a pile of her fourth-form Silverine exercise books (the ones, those of a certain age will recall, with wholly dispensable information on the back cover about how many pecks in a bushel, etc). She was hunting for blank sheets on which to write her daily screed to Philip. Riffling through the books, she had the experience of meeting young Monica.

Aged sixteen she had developed a mad ‘pash’ for Shelley, and bought with her pocket money a copy of André Maurois’ Ariel, an ultra-romantic biography of Percy Bysshe Shelley. It had mouldered on her bedroom bookshelf since she first read it. She thought it ‘all right’ then, but ‘when you are young and foolish you get pleasure from reading because you don’t understand any of it’. Now, closing in on thirty, she found ‘that fool Frenchman’ full of guff and guilty of ‘whitewashing the silly Shelley … why even at 16 I was prepared to read a Frenchman on the subject … I can’t think’. As for Mary Godwin Shelley – she was ‘an intolerable woman in every way that can be imagined … calculating and conceited’. And her mother, Mary Wollstonecraft? – an ‘irritatingly wrong-headed woman’. As for Shelley himself – his poetry was ‘a sort of literary Turkish delight’.

But falling in love with a poet struck a chord. Monica put back her English exercise books, replaced Ariel on its shelf and returned to her letter. The needed blank pages she tore out of ‘geography’. She was rather impressed. Teenage Monica Jones would go far. Perhaps she might even find her Shelley. But first there was Oxford.

[image: image]

Monica in the sixth form (to the left of the teacher)
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Oxford, 1940–1943

‘The city we shared without knowing … Dull Bodley, draught beer and dark blue’

Philip, a private poem for Monica, 1975

Monica won a state scholarship and open exhibition at St Hugh’s College Oxford in 1939. She went up in October 1940 as part of the same English Literature intake as Philip. Hers was an unhappy landing – so much so that her father wrote a ‘Cheer up Monica’ letter. ‘Daddy’ did not often write. He had school-taught copperplate handwriting and occasionally imperfect grammar (e.g. ‘lots of love from we two’). But his surviving letters are fond and sensible.

The Chiltern ‘rounded’ hillocks made Monica yearn for her real northern hills and dales. And there were mice everywhere in the college. But her main distress was that – in an Oxford crowded to bursting – she was obliged to share digs with another student. As an only child, Monica Jones was not good at sharing. The college bursar was immovable. ‘The old cow,’ wrote an indignant Lily. Her motherly advice in such frustrations of life was ‘just say “bugger”.’ Monica stuck at it and buggered her way into putting up with Oxford. Cigarettes helped. Her chain-smoking began at Oxford, as did Philip’s.

Lily wrote two or three times a week in term about how the garden grew, the necessity for warm clothes and darning them, Stourport news and, most important, instructions to her daughter to eat well. Monica went home every vacation and during term sent clothes back – via ‘postal laundry’ – for her mother to wash. It is clear (although few of Monica’s letters to her mother survive) that her return letters were in the same vein as Lily’s: talking about the little things of life during the great fact of war. She was, in the age of her majority, the loving daughter of loving parents. Her closeness to her mother and father rendered her a home-girl among Oxford sophisticates. If they looked down on her, that would change when her degree result arrived.

Oxford in the early 1940s was as much a wartime city as it had been when the Royalist capital was established there three hundred years earlier. There were ack-ack barrels among Matthew Arnold’s dreaming spires.

Her Oxford, Monica wrote in one of her poems (she wrote many), was ‘born in September 1939’ when ‘we heard the bomber in the bee’s hum’. Her college, St Hugh’s, was requisitioned by the wartime medical corps and Oxford was populous with blue-uniformed walking wounded. They made the male undergraduates, including Philip Larkin (graded ‘unfit to serve’), feel puny. And guilty for being spared the Blitz. Oxford’s historic centre was regarded as the safest bomb shelter in the country. Legend had it this was because Hitler wanted Oxford as a trophy when he conquered England.

Government offices moved wholesale to Oxford. St John’s, Larkin’s college, was taken over by the Department of Fish Supplies – something yet to be added to its heraldic emblem. St Hugh’s women students moved to St Hilda’s, where Monica came to the notice of the formidable (later Dame) Helen Gardner. Oddly, Gardner’s women’s college had been founded in 1893 by Dorothea Beale, who may have been a very distant relative of Margaret Monica Beale Jones.

War wholly occupied the Oxford mind when Philip and Monica were there. One didn’t think into the future, Philip remembered,* beyond the day’s headlines, or into the past beyond yesterday’s. The suspense, as to defeat or victory, was grinding. During the war, Monica told me, she took regular two-week ‘holidays from the news’, reading no papers, turning off even Alvar Lidell and John Snagge – those rich voices which, like Churchill’s, and later John Arlott’s, dispelled, for the hour at least, alarm or despondency. Monica had an emotional relationship, which lasted lifelong, with the ‘wireless’ (she hated the word ‘radio’).

Larkin’s novel Jill, set in 1943 Oxford, was the first thing of his he asked Monica to read. It captures the atmosphere of the city they both, ‘unknowingly’, inhabited within a few hundred yards of each other for three years. Wartime university, as Jill records, was Oxford minus Oxford – no tincture of Brideshead, plover’s eggs, fine wines, or genteel Bullingdon riot. But the eternal ‘tone’, as Larkin called it, remained. There was still homoeroticism. Even Hitler couldn’t stamp on that – at least until the Gauleiters arrived. Philip, as Andrew Motion records, tried man-on-man with as little success as his early heterosexual floundering. And, in the women’s colleges, as Dorothy L. Sayers describes in her Oxford novel, Gaudy Night (1935) there was sapphism. What Monica made of it – other than that it was habitually ill-dressed – one can surmise. She liked men, particularly young men, from Oxford days to the end of her life.

Wartime degree courses were curtailed. Monica had the option of doing an accelerated two-year course (five finals papers) or a three-year full course (nine finals papers) if she undertook to teach school for two years after graduation in 1943. With so many male teachers in the forces there was a national need for womanpower in the classroom as much as in the factories. Monica chose the longer course with the postgraduate spell of chalk and blackboard. It would turn out to be a mistake for her later career to have the word ‘schoolteacher’ on her CV.

She was obliged to register for war service while an undergraduate but her eyes, as did Philip’s, disqualified her. She had, nonetheless, to undertake specified ‘war tasks’. In her case, it was initially first aid then fire-watching. Dick Watson, a close friend in later life, recalls her saying she was affected by the sight of the badly wounded being stretchered in daily to the requisitioned colleges. They needed more than first aid. The raids Monica watched for never came to Oxford.

None of the famous dons of the time – C. S. Lewis, Tolkien and his congenial Inklings – left any visible mark on Monica. The university’s star lecturer, Lord David Cecil, may have given her some podium tips. She sometimes mentioned his books, but usually with a slight sneer at the belletristic banality of milord’s criticism. Who then influenced her? Her big-gun referee when it came to university job interviews was Helen Gardner. Her St Hugh’s tutor was Mary Ethel Seaton. Neither was in a field of main interest to Monica. Seaton actually forbade Monica to spend too much time on Victorian literature, considering it too ‘modern’ by far for Oxford, AD 1943. Monica spent the rest of her life flouting Miss Seaton’s ordinance.

The careers of Gardner and Seaton made it crystal clear that to succeed – or even to keep their job against the rivalry of men – a woman don (sexist word) or woman fellow (ditto) had best stay single and childless. And not wear feminine clothes. Leave them to the Cowley workers on their Friday-night-out razzle. If they were called battleaxes or shrews, ignore it.
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