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Editorial 
 

Ruth Siverns (formerly Bowman), who was engaged to Larkin between 1948 and 
1950, died on the last day of 2012. As Larkin's first love she inspired such poems 
as 'Wedding-Wind', 'No Road' and 'Wild Oats'. Her friend in later years, Win 
Dawson (formerly Arnott), offers a tribute in this issue; James Booth's more formal 
obituary is online at www.guardian.co.uk/books. 

It is our sad task also to record the death, on 29 October 2012, of Amber Allcroft, a 
generous and active member of the Society. She is remembered here by Paul 
Walker and Belinda Hakes. Maurice Rutherford's beautiful elegy for his wife Olive 
follows. 

This issue opens with a fascinating piece by Simon Blackburn on the clasped hands 
in 'An Arundel Tomb'. It is interesting to know how comparatively rare the feature 
was in monuments and brasses. Professor Blackburn reflects on why Larkin should 
have been so certain that the Earl and Countess 'scarcely meant' this gesture. Philip 
Pullen presents an intriguing archival discovery. Apparently, Larkin began the 
notorious 'compartmentalising' of his life very early, writing sections of letters to 
his parents under a different name and in different handwriting. The poet's many-
sided personality features also in Betty Mackereth's account of Hull University's 
Library in the years following her appointment as Larkin's secretary in 1957. We 
catch a glimpse of him, too, through the eyes of the late Margaret Thatcher, in 
recently released papers from 1982. 

The analysis of Larkin's spectacles by Colin Vize, Consultant Ophthalmologist at 
the Hull and East Yorkshire Eye Hospital, is of primary biographical importance. 
The 'out of reach' light-filled vistas in such poems as 'High Windows' and 'Here' 
must surely owe something to Larkin's acute, lifelong myopia. 

The issue also includes the second part of Joseph Bailey's study of Larkin and Cyril 
Connolly, and Terry Kelly's review of Richard Bradford's joint biography of Amis 
and Larkin, The Odd Couple. Finally, we include two 'unclassifiable' items (to use 
Larkin's own word): Douglas Porteous's topographical celebration of Howdenshire, 
Yokefleet and the 'harsh-named halts' of 'Here' and Layton Ring's zestful translation 
of La Fontaine's hatred-of-abroad poem 'Les Deux Pigeons'.  

The 20th Century British Poets in Music Festival, sponsored in part by the Society, 
continued on 8 March 2013 with a recital by the Portumnus Ensemble of settings of 
and responses to Larkin's poetry, directed by Lee Tsang of the University's Music 
Department.  This was followed by a concert in the Chinese University of Hong 
Kong. Details of further events can be found on the Society's website. 

The second half of 2012 saw three major Society events. From 5  to  7   of 
October we welcomed members of the Thomas Hardy Society to 'Friday (and 
Saturday and Sunday) in the Royal Station Hotel'. Tony Fincham, Chairman of the 
Hardy Society, recalls this memorable, convivial – and sunny – weekend. The final 
day, 7 October, saw the opening by Alan Johnson MP of the Larkin installation in 
the Hull and East Riding Eye Hospital, a truly inspired design achievement. Our 
final event of the year, held as usual on the poet's deathday, 2 December, was the 
unveiling of the seat opposite Martin Jennings' statue on Paragon Station. The chill 
temperature and loud train noise did nothing to depress the enthusiasm of the 80 
and more people who attended. 

James Booth 
Janet Brennan 
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Ruth Siverns (Bowman)
born 15 May 1927; died 31 December 2012

Win Dawson

I first heard of Ruth’s existence in 1952, when at a party 
Philip said to me in a rueful tone, ‘I was engaged once, 
too.’ It was forty years before I met her, and for another 
twenty I had the great pleasure of her friendship. 

 
Photograph taken by Larkin in 1948

© Estate of PhilipLarkin

In my diary for December 3rd 1992 I wrote, ‘Coffee 
with Ruth – in a quiet, calm, pretty house with four cats. 
Found her diffident, modest and charming.’ The diffidence 
vanished with time, but my initial impression was 
absolutely right.

Ruth’s early life is well-documented: her upbringing 
in Wellington, relationship with Philip beginning as a 
schoolgirl of 16, their falling in love, engagement and 
subsequent break-up. She later married, suffered tragic 
bereavement and gave birth to a posthumous son in 1960. 
Then followed her conversion to Catholicism, her career 
as a teacher of English in Wolverhampton until John was 
educated, and her final retirement to Romsey in Hampshire, 
to live near her cousin Isobel.

This must have been the happiest and calmest period of 
her life, lasting for many years until her final illness and 
death. 

Ruth was a quiet woman, content in her pretty house 
with its books and cats, her garden, her friends and her 
Church not far away. Cats were her passion: she had been 
known to have as many as six at a time, and to her their 
personalities were as distinct as the unusual names she 
chose for them. They were mostly rescue cats, and even in 
her last years she acquired two, apparently smuggled from 
Romania where their deformed tails would have left them 
homeless. She had a large summerhouse constructed in her 
back garden with perches and ladders at different levels, so 
the cats could enjoy fresh air and sun without the dangers 
of traffic. 

Like Larkin, she had no desire to travel. She had never driven 
a car or been on a plane, and she was always gratifyingly 
astonished at tales of other people’s adventures, saying 
that the very thought made her feel tired!

 
© Suzuyo Kamitani
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She loved local outings, and she and I had a yearly ritual 
of birthday and Christmas lunches. Visits from friends 
were greatly appreciated, yet one felt she would not have 
complained of loneliness or neglect if they had been fewer. 
She and her cousin met almost every day, and her son, later 
with his wife and eventually a grand-daughter, visited her 
as often as they could. 

Ruth had a penetrating and critical mind, and she read 
widely and deeply, but with a particular interest in keeping 
up with modern fiction. She also loved detective stories; 
in 1981 she herself wrote a charming book about a cat 
detective, Barlow Dale’s Casebook.

After Philip’s death in 1985 she found herself a person of 
literary interest. But although she co-operated with Andrew 
Motion and other writers, her real delight was in getting 
to know some of his friends, especially Maeve Brennan, 
who as a devout Catholic was particularly congenial. 
They made visits to each other both in Romsey and Hull, 
and when Jean Hartley came down to stay with me in 
Winchester all four of us got together, not ‘to compare 
notes on their lover’, as Alan Bennett suggested, but to 
discuss far more interesting subjects! In fact, Ruth and I 

scarcely ever mentioned Larkin. But I do remember, when 
Ruth was bemoaning her rather old-fashioned kitchen, 
saying, ‘ What this room needs, Ruth, is a FILLIP!’ How 
she laughed, for she had a great sense of humour.

Her friends in Romsey knew little about Larkin and cared 
less. She knew how much of himself he had given her, 
but recognised that he would not have made her a good 
husband, and was content.

Although Ruth became frailer and moved to a smaller 
house about five years ago, she seemed cheerful and 
happy, and only her catastrophic fall down her steep stairs, 
after a slight stroke, changed the even tenor of her way. 
She had broken so many bones that she was never able to 
walk again, and spent the rest of her days in a care home. 
Even there her spirit did not falter, buoyed up by her 
religious faith. Fortunately it was an unusually pleasant 
Home, next door to her Church, so priests and nuns, though 
sadly not cats, were frequent visitors. She continued to 
read much and welcome friends, but gradually she grew 
weaker, until her death from pneumonia on the last day of 
2012. 
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English Tombs and Larkin
Simon Blackburn
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The Mysterious Mr Penn: Larkin wries home in 1942
Philip Pullen
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in its tone and content: it includes reference to the receipt 
of items from home that Larkin had asked to be sent to him 
in his previous letter and goes on to describe his new tutor, 
the aging Oxford Don, A.M.D. Hughes, with typically 
acerbic wit:

...ninety years old and blind, quite incapable of doing 
anything. He can’t even see me, let alone read my 
essays. A case of the blind leading the blind.

But the end of the letter presents an enigma, for it is signed: 
‘Yours very truly, C.D. Penn.’ There is no doubt that the 
letter is written in Larkin’s hand, but why did he choose to 
sign off in this way?

Five letters on in the sequence the puzzling signature 
turns up again. In a letter written on the 10 May, this time 
addressed to ‘Dear Mop & Pop,’ Larkin reports on his 
increasingly exasperated attempts to get his poems into 
print, gives news of the whereabouts of his friend Jim 
Sutton, and expresses great satisfaction with a new pair of 
spectacles (an immense relief to him as it had taken over 
three weeks for his broken ones to be repaired). He ends 
the letter by telling his parents of the pressing need to get 
back to his studies of Old English:

Beowulf is now hissing at me from a corner, so I must 
end. 
  Ever with love,
                            Philip.

But this is not, in fact, the end of the letter. At the foot 
of the final page, and written in slightly different, smaller 
sized handwriting, there is a postscript:

My Dear Mrs Larkin, 

Don’t you worry about Warwick being razed, dear 
lady. Jerry has a lot more fish to fry yet, I’ll be bound. 
I’d like to see him lay a finger on Oxford, either. He’d 
soon have a pretty mess about his ears, you mark my 
words. 

Yours very sincerely, C.D. Penn M.A.

The context of these words is very easy to understand. The 
centre of Coventry had been destroyed in the November 
1940 bombings. Although the Larkin family home in 
Manor Road, close to the city centre, had not been badly 
damaged, it was a dangerous area in which to live and, 
in June 1941, after initially evacuating Eva and daughter 
Kitty to stay with relatives in Lichfield, Sydney had 
purchased 73 Coten End, in the relative safety of Warwick, 
10 miles away from Coventry.

Larkin wrote to his parents again on 16 May, apologising 
that his weekly letter is ‘a trifle schoolboyish in plan’ 
and telling them that he knows his postcards ‘are too 
infrequent’. He thanks them for ‘the fat little pipe’ they 
have sent him: ‘For some reason, it arouses disgust in all 
my friends, but I like it.’ He also encourages his mother to: 
‘Tell Pop that a friend has found an unexpurgated version 
of ‘Lady Chatterley’s Lover’ behind the bookcases in his 

digs. ‘I am impatiently waiting for him (and his wife) to 
finish it.’ This sharing of literary detail, particularly in so 
unexpurgated a fashion, is fascinating in itself but what 
intrigued me even more was the existence of another 
short section, written in pencil at the very end of the 
letter, immediately after Larkin’s own signature and again 
purporting to be from ‘C.D. Penn, M.A.’:

Don’t be nervous about this fellow Hitler - I’ll wager 
he’s sorry he ever crossed swords with us, eh?! The 
bells will ring, dear lady, very soon, but it won’t be for 
an invasion, you mark my words. It’ll be peace.

 
U DLN 1942-32 page 3

It is interesting to reflect on the slight difference in ‘voice’ 
in these two postscripts attributed to Mr Penn. They seem 
to mimic popular wartime dialogue, such as would have 
been heard, perhaps, on the radio or in film at that time. 
The tone is also typical of the thousands of letters Larkin 
was to write to his mother after she had become widowed 
and that he used as a means of chivvying her along during 
her frequent bouts of nervousness and anxiety. It suggests, 
perhaps, that Andrew Motion may have over-emphasised 
the shift in tone in Larkin’s correspondence with his mother 
following Sydney’s death in 1948. He suggested that the 
letters became more ‘fuggy’ and more consoling towards 
Eva as ‘a way of telling her that their lives would always 
be cosy’ (177). In fact, it would seem that these earlier 
letters already contain the seeds of such an approach.

But who is the mysterious C.D. Penn and why did Larkin 
choose to introduce him into his letters? Another letter in 
the sequence suggested an unlikely though theoretically 
possible answer. 
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In his letter dated 7th June, Philip begins by telling his 
parents that he is just sitting down for his ‘Sunday morning 
session’ of letter writing. The first page includes a typical 
Larkin sketch in which he is shown suffering from hay 
fever (a condition that plagued him throughout his life and 
which was to form a common topic in his correspondence 
every summer). A bout of sneezing has caused his 
spectacles to fly off as he desperately tries to read books 
by Auden, Donne and Dylan Thomas.

 
U DLN 1941-42 page 1

After a few discursive comments, Larkin gets down to the 
main business of the letter:

Let me see if I can answer anything you asked. I had 
arranged that Kingsley (Mr - Penn) would read the 
essay. [my emphasis]. But it was dead from the start, 
and it’s no good trying to force things.

And so there it was! Could it be that the additional sections 
of the letters were, in fact, the work of Kingsley Amis? 
The dates certainly fitted. Although by then Amis had been 
called up into the Army, a check on his own published 
letters show that he was still in Oxford in June 1942. I 
had almost convinced myself that the ‘C.D. Penn’ sections 
were written in a different hand; certainly there are hints 
of this in the second letter. However, a comparison of 
handwriting styles shows that it is not Amis’s writing and 
almost certainly is Larkin’s, although, of course, Amis 
may still have influenced the content. 

At the end of this letter, again after Larkin’s own signature, 
Mr Penn makes a return and reveals himself to be a fellow 
hay-fever sufferer:

My Dear Mrs Larkin, 

How is the sun finding you these days, eh? Don’t forget 
to get out a bit, even if it’s only for half an hour in the 
afternoons. My laundry troubles have been cleared up 
satisfactorily, but I am a little short of handkerchiefs, 

you know, due to this pestilential hay fever. Augh!!

My regards to you and Mr Larkin.

Yours very sincerely
                                      C.D. Penn

There are no further appearances of C.D. Penn in the 
remaining letters from 1942, nor, as far as I can tell, in 
any other letters written by Larkin or by his parents.3  I did 
find, however, some other evidence to suggest that C.D. 
Penn was, indeed, a real person in a real place. 

Intrepid internet searching finally unearthed Christopher 
Denstone Penn, M.A., a school teacher at Ellesmere 
College, Shropshire and the author of a book on naval 
history, published in 1913. His book, The Navy Under the 
Early Stuarts and its Influence on English History, is still in 
print. There would have been a copy in the Bodleian which 
Larkin might have come across, but it might possibly also 
have graced the bookshelves at 73 Coten End. If either 
father or son had by chance read this book, its contents 
suggest that it may well have appealed to them. An online 
review of Penn’s book tells us that: 

One of the main points of the author’s thesis is to 
shew [sic] that, as a result of maladministration and 
short-sighted policy at home, the Navy was frequently 
reduced to impotence and rarely able to exert much 
influence on the situation.4

This is the just the kind of treatise on the perils of poor 
administration that might have intrigued Sydney Larkin, 
the expert administrator. Moreover, the preface to Penn’s 
book suggests that the author held a similar, ‘glass half 
empty’ view of life to that of Larkin:

…in our naval history, as in everything else, we must 
be prepared to find, as it were, the outer and inner side 
of the lining, the days of glory and renown, the gloomy 
days of despair and pessimism. 

This is pure speculation, of course, and at the end of the 
day we are no closer to knowing why Larkin chose to 
introduce this persona for this brief period, nor what the 
implied link with Amis might have signified. What we do 
know, however, is that this kind of literary role-playing 
reflected a distinct feature of Larkin’s personality and was 
soon to blossom in a much more astonishing way, with the 
emergence of Larkin’s feminine alter-ego in the following 
year, when he began to write Trouble At Willow Gables. If 
only Brunette Colman had made a similar appearance in 
the family letters.

The Editors are grateful to The Society of Authors, on behalf 
of the Larkin Estate, for permission to publish the extracts and 
facsimiles above. © 2013 The Estate of Philip Larkin.

3Sadly, the letters written by Sydney and Eva Larkin to Philip in 1942 
appear not to have survived.
4 www.navalandmaritimebooks.com
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Early Days in Philip Larkin’s Library
Betty Mackereth

My father was a timber merchant with a small family 
business. At the time I was born in 1924 we lived in 
Hamlyn Avenue off Anlaby High Road. But in 1937 when 
I was thirteen we moved to Hall Walk, Cottingham, where 
I still live today. I had a younger brother, John, who used 
to comment that it was the worst thing that parents can do 
for boy, to give him an older sister. He was the academic 
of the family: a gifted mathematician. He took an 
aeronautical course at Brough, went to Cranfield College 
of Aeronautics and then worked for various companies. At 
a time when such things were the stuff of science fiction, 
he asked me if I would like to see ‘his computer’. There it 
was, ranged round the sides of a large room. Later, when 
I retired in 1984, he wanted me to buy a computer so that 
we could email each other. But email seems anti-social to 
me and I insisted that we talk on the phone for at least an 
hour every week. He died in 2008.

I attended Newland High School for Girls, leaving when 
I was 16 in 1940 with London Matric. I took shorthand 
typing at Wood’s College, and my first job was as general 
dogsbody in Trinity House. It was wonderful. I could go 
anywhere I wanted in the house and grounds. Tradition 
was strong. On special occasions they would still strew 
rushes on the floor in the dining room.

In 1942 I was called up. I fancied myself as a Wren, but by 
this time there were no vacancies in the Services and the 
Labour Exchange could only offer me the Land Army or 
Industry. Well, I did not fancy milking a cow at six o’clock 
in the morning. So I opted for industry and went to the 
Government Training Centre at Leeds. Because I’d had a 
secondary school education rather than having left school at 
fourteen, I was put in the Inspection Department and spent 
three months going round to all the various milling and 
drilling machines on the vast factory floor. The Inspection 
Department would give me a blueprint of the components 
I was to inspect in order to test me on whether I could find 
and properly check the machines making them. 

To qualify for the Inspectorate we had to learn the 
practicalities of the processes themselves. For example, 
we were given a lump of metal and had to saw out a square 
in the middle. Then we had to make a metal square to fit 
the space, filing and testing it for flatness: not pleasant 
work. I also learned arc-welding. Later, Philip Larkin was 
highly delighted to tell people at the University about this 

unusual accomplishment of mine. I wish I had thought to 
bring home one of the bits of metal I’d welded! I passed 
the test and stayed on for another three months to become 
‘fully skilled’ (if you failed you were ‘semi-skilled’). I was 
amazed to find that, after only six months, I was as qualified 
as men who had completed five years’ apprenticeship.

 
Betty Mackereth at 20

Just after Christmas 1942 I was sent to work in the 
Inspection Department in Sperry Gyroscope, down in 
Gloucestershire. The factory was in a condemned woollen 
mill which had been converted and, during the night shifts, 
rats used to run about on the ledges and pipes round the 
walls. I used to patrol the shop floor with my Vernier 
caliper and my micrometer, ready to stop machines if they 
were failing to produce components within the specified 5 
microns tolerance.

Then, in 1945, the war ended, and many of the workers 
transferred to the factory in Stroud. But I thought: ‘I want 
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to go home’. Back in Hull they told me at the Labour 
Exchange: ‘You can be a clippie on the buses.’ Imagine 
that, running up and down the steps, and in all weathers! 
So I said: ‘I am not yet 21. You cannot redirect me to war 
work.’ (Looking back, I must have been quite feisty.) ‘No,’ 
I said, ‘I want to go into an office.’ So instead of being a 
clippie, I went to the Corporation Transport Department 
which had been bombed out of Hull City Centre and had 
offices at 21 Newland Park.

It happened that I used to cycle to work with Philip’s 
former secretary, Hilary Penwill, and when she left to get 
married, she suggested that I applied for her job. Well, it 
was something of a dead end at the Transport Department, 
so I thought I would go for it. Philip told me later that, 
after the interview, the Assistant Registrar said: ‘If you 
take the other one you’ll have to appoint a new secretary 
in a couple of years. But this one is a stayer.’ He was right, 
though at the time I didn’t expect to stay as long as I did!
 
The campus was in an early stage of post-war development, 
with many makeshift huts dotted around. The Library was 
still housed on the ground and second (top) floor of one 
of the two impressive red-brick 1920s blocks which front 
the Cottingham Road. It faced the identical Administration 
(now ‘Venn’) Building across a huge sunken lawn. Some 
of the shelving stacks were fifteen feet high, and required 
skilful ladder climbing. (No talk then of ‘Health and Safety 
at Work’.) There was a very friendly atmosphere; even the 
porters were on first-name terms with us. We didn’t have 
a dedicated library porter, and used the University porters 
as they were available. The Library Assistant, Mary Judd, 
who was always going away for walking weekends, would 
bring her haversack with her on a Friday morning and, as 
a practical joke, the porters would hide it fifteen feet up on 
the top shelf. 

When I first arrived I was shocked. At the Transport 
Department we had worked very hard. We had letters 
to write, and time-schedules to convey to the Traffic 
Commissioners at Leeds. But in the University it was all 
hanging around chatting: chat-chat-chat, chat-chat-chat. I 
found myself asking: ‘What am I to do now? ‘ And Philip 
would be evasive. In the early months he found a book 
in the Institute of Education that we did not have in the 
main Library. He borrowed it and told me: ‘Copy this book 
and I’ll have it bound.’ So I spent days typing it. But I 
doubt whether he really did ever have it bound. It was just 
something to keep me occupied.
Philip’s room was on the ground fl
oor, overlooking the lawn between the two buildings, 
now dotted with trees, but then an open space known as 
the ‘soup-plate’. It faces south, and in the summer, when 
the students lay around in the sun, Philip would bring out 
two lenses and hold them at different distances from his 
eye to look over the women students. After I’d been there 
a while I joined in the joke about his fascination with a 
particularly well-built student called ‘Miss Porter’. When 

we moved into the new building, we christened a room 
furnished with a couch for members of staff who were 
feeling unwell, ‘Miss Porter’s room’. But I think ‘Miss 
Porter’ herself had already left by then. Philip took an 
annual group photograph of the staff in the ‘soup bowl’. 
He would set up his camera on a tripod, set the delayed 
shutter-release, and then dash back to take his place in the 
group. 

When he was making up his estimates, he asked me if 
there was anything I thought necessary. I suggested a 
Dictaphone. But he was emphatically against the idea: ‘I 
cannot possibly dictate to an inanimate object!’ However, 
when we moved to the new library in 1959, a Dictaphone 
was automatically supplied and, in later years, he came to 
rely on it. One day he came rushing in from Senate at half 
past five as I was preparing to leave. ‘Hold on, there’s an 
office memo to go out, and…’ Then he stopped himself 
and said: ‘No, I’ll do it on the Dictaphone.’

The move from the old building took place in August 1959, 
and we all had to have our holidays early so that we could 
be on duty at that time. Philip was very, very meticulous 
and had everything planned. He had boxes made by the 
University workshop, three feet long, to take a single 
shelf full of books. These were listed and checked off 
before being taken across the campus in a van hired from 
Hammonds, the department store. Philip was stationed at 
the receiving end, systematically directing the books to 
their destinations. Mr Wood, the Deputy Librarian, was 
stationed in the old library. He had been appointed by 
Philip’s predecessor, Miss Cuming, and Philip was very 
satirical about him.

 
Catalogue Hall. From the Official Opening Booklet 1960. 

© University of Hull

The new Library was in red brick, matching the original 
University buildings. It was three storeys high with a 
mezzanine. I remember the architect, L. R. Foreman: 
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a pleasant Edwardian sort of man from London, rather 
formal and old-fashioned. He gave the Librarian a choice 
of interior colours. Philip chose pink and blue for the book 
stack-ends, purple for the Law library, yellow for the Maps 
and Manuscripts room. He also chose the elegant striped 
wallpaper for his own room and the Committee Room. I 
was aware of some strange colour clashes. Philip took a 
great deal of time over dictation, choosing exactly the right 
word and, as he paced to and fro, I would find myself idly 
noticing that he was wearing, perhaps, a yellow sweater 
and pink socks. The carpet had to be replaced after only 
a few years. The architects of the subsequent Phase 2 
extension, Castle, Park, Dean and Hook, gave Philip no 
choice of colour scheme. Everything was grey.

In the new building everything was more convenient and 
close at hand. For the first time, a University photographer, 
Alan Marshall, was appointed, and we had a dedicated 
Library Porter. The issue desk, with a staff of four, faced 
the front door as you entered. There was a separate reading 
room on the second floor, with desks and high windows. In 
addition to the main office, the Librarian’s suite consisted 
of a Committee room, the Deputy Librarian’s office and 
my room. There was a private en suite toilet outside the 
Committee room towards which Philip took a proprietorial 
attitude. When his office was used as the Queen Mother’s 
retiring room during the official opening ceremonies, he 
bought special de luxe Izal paper.

  
Undergraduate Reading Room, looking towards the main 

entrance. From the Official Opening Booklet 1960. 
© University of Hull

The work atmosphere was casual, although everyone was 
aware that Philip was the one who ran things. It was his 
library. The staff respected him. He interviewed each of 
them when they were first appointed, and remembered 
who they were. When he walked into the staff room in the 
basement, he would greet everyone by name. But he was 
generally referred to as ‘sir’. This practice was started by 

the Library Assistant, Mary Judd, and I am told that it was 
a reference to a novel by E. R. Braithwaite, To Sir, with 
Love, though I haven’t read the book myself. 

 
Photograph taken by Alan Marshall, © University of Hull

Mary was very lively, and had literary interests. I was 
aware that he used to go and see her at her home. One 
amusing episode came when the Library acquired the 
books from Busby Hall in North Yorkshire. The University 
van was sent, and the staff travelled separately to catalogue 
the material. At this time I was one of the few members 
of staff on the campus who could drive. So we hired a 
car, and I took Philip, Mary Judd and another Library 
Assistant, Wendy Mann, up to the Moors. On the way we 
stopped somewhere out on a country road with no traffic 
to have a bite to eat (I remember that Mary always took the 
leg of a chicken with her on her jaunts, and would throw 
the bone casually over her shoulder.) As we walked along, 
the button came off Mary’s trousers and, as Wendy and I 
looked on, Philip knelt down in the road and fixed it with 
a safety pin. On the way back we stopped at Beverley and 
went to a café, where he bought us tea and cakes.

After a year or two Mary got married, and Philip and I were 
godparents to her daughter Helen, born shortly before the 
family moved from Hull to Northampton.
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Friday 5th October

What are days for?
Days are where we live.

That particular afternoon saw me ‘Coming up England by 
a different line / For once’, hastened by train – a form of 
transport which Larkin made peculiarly his own – from 
the ‘unfenced existence’ of the English Channel to the 
nocturnal ‘surprise of a large town’. Stumbling out onto 
the railway platform, I first encounter a larger-than-life-
size image of a gray Larkin leaning precariously towards 
me. Before I have recovered from my astonishment, I 
am hurried down a back alley and through a darkened 
doorway to find myself in the brightly illuminated remains 
of the Royal Station Hotel. Having dealt over the years 
with many salesmen from Leeds, in vain I seek their 
‘full ashtrays’ but instead of ‘empty chairs’ and ‘larger 
loneliness’ I, in disillusion, encounter ‘a crowd of craps’ 
who turn out to be our genial hosts, the Philip Larkin 
Society. Sadly I note that Hardy Society members are thin 
on the ground – seven only counted as opposed to twenty 
or more PLS people who made it south to Dorset in 2010.
 
Although I arrive nearly thirty minutes late, the evening 
event has yet to get under way – I am immediately struck 
by the refreshing bluntness of the Yorkshire humour as 
the introductions and announcements are made. We may 
be more subtly cynical in the south but not half as direct: 
more East Riding than Larkin, but an aspect of the Society 
which I appreciate increasingly as the weekend progressed. 
John White, retired academic and jazz enthusiast, delivers 
an absorbing talk on Larkin’s love of jazz, enlivened with 
many personal memories and anecdotes, illustrated by 
three of the records Larkin chose for his slot on Desert 
Island Discs. After a long day and journey north, I miss 
some of the subtleties but gain considerable insight into that 
‘Crescent City ... where your speech alone is understood’.
 
As ‘light spreads darkly downwards from the high / 
Clusters of lights’ I stumble along ‘shoeless corridors’ 
to the darkened plastic comfort of Room 214 ‘a joyous 
shot at how things ought to be’. Sleeping well, I wake to 
cold bright northern sunshine – a striking contrast to the 
dull humid cloudy south I’ve left behind me – a sunshine 
which was to warm us Wessex folk all the long day.

Saturday 6th October 

Here domes and statues, spires and cranes cluster
Beside grain-scattered streets, barge-crowded water

Saturday morning in the Mercure Hull Royal Hotel begins 
with – ‘Here’, Larkin’s beautifully evocative description 
of Hull, dated 8th October 1961, read by James Booth 
beside the reception desk – site of plaque 1/25 of the 
superb Larkin Trail, along the central section of which 
Don Lee now guides us. The plaques are wonderful – bold 
and informative – why can’t we manage the equivalent 
for Hardy in Dorchester? Finance mainly – and it is a 
question of scale. Having previously visited Hull, I know 
it to be a large prosperous elegant and lively city – in sharp 
contrast to the impression given by the middle two stanzas 
of Larkin’s ‘Here’. Dorchester is a small county town – 
a little changed from the days of Hardy’s The Mayor of 
Casterbridge but with a population of just over 18,000. 
Hull is a city with a population of 263,000 plus – this is not 
in any way to belittle the tremendous efforts of Larkin25 
but similar funding is not likely to be found in West Dorset.
 
Don leads us rapidly onward from one plaque poem to the 
next, pausing en route at Thearne Pet Food Store – a site 
without a plaque but one which will raise a lively discussion 
on Larkin’s attitude towards animals – ‘Take one home for 
the Kiddies’, ‘The Mower’ etc. At the City Hall, James 
Booth brought to ‘Broadcast’ to life: ‘Your hands, tiny 
in all that air, applauding,’ moving me in a way that that 
poem had never done before. We bypass ‘The Large Cool 
Store’ so as not to obstruct ‘the cut-price crowd’ pushing 
through the ‘plate-glass swing doors to their desires’. Two 
days later the Daily Telegraph carries a half-page colour 
advertisement from M&S illustrating those ‘Modes for 
Night’ exactly matching Larkin’s description from 51 
years ago. We pass through Trinity Square, pausing for a 
Marvell poem and thence onto the pier – Larkin toilets 
– ‘Bridge for the Living’ – and Don, who really felt this 
should have been a whole-day walk, steps up the pace to 
accelerate us past the dry dock to various ‘signed’ pubs – 
and our lunch-stop, the History Centre. 

But the fine October sun is shining on the tidal mud, the 
wild flowers, the dancing gulls enticing us to linger back 
and lose our leader and ‘Within a terminate and fishy-
smelling / Pastoral of ships up streets, the slave museum’: 
the statue of William Wilberforce, outside his house of 

Larkin with Hardy 5 – 7 October 2012
Tony Fincham

Hon. Chairman, the Thomas Hardy Society
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his birth, with delightful garden stretching down to the 
banks of the River Hull and two magnificent mulberry 
trees. Passing one or two colourful toads, we eventually 
reach the History Centre for a welcome lunch, prepared 
by members of the PLS, and a chance to admire the airy 
design of the History Centre.

James Booth kindly gives up his afternoon to lead some 
of the Hardy Society contingent by bus ‘down Cemetery 
Road’ to Cottingham. Compared with Casterbridge 
‘compact as a box of dominoes’, the suburban sprawl is 
impressive – the ‘raw estates’ ‘where only salesmen and 
relations come’ - ‘and out beyond its mortgaged half-
built edges’ Larkin’s simple memorial. James points out 
Maeve’s grave – she had cunningly acquired a (shared) 
plot closer to Larkin’s than Monica’s more distant one –
and Maeve’s memorial bench, ‘what will survive of us is 
love’, perhaps fulfilling a Proustian assertion that jealousy 
is the more potent force. But for Larkin, pre-eminent was 
‘the wish to be alone’: ‘Beneath it all, desire of oblivion 
runs’. We note the grave of Brynmor Jones before catching 
a bus to the University Campus, where James conducts us 
around the Brynmor Jones library: ‘New eyes each year 
/ Find old books here / And new books too, / Old eyes 
renew’ – and thence up to the fifth floor for fine views over 
Hull and the Humber.

Dinner – good and solid, like the hotel – followed by a 
Larkin / Hardy quiz, complied by Carole Collinson – great 
fun and, gratifyingly, the top score went to a Hardy Society 
delegate. Then an open poetry reading from both camps, 
highlight amongst which is Win Dawson reading ‘The 
Trees’, Larkin’s birthday poem for Hardy, to be topped 
only by Eddie Dawes reading ‘Administration’: 

And girls you have to tell to pull their socks up
Are those whose pants you’d most like to pull down.

A fitting end to a wonderful day.

Sunday 7th October

Our almost instinct almost true
What will survive of us is love.

Sunday morning begins with a rare treat – a brilliantly 
well-informed lecture by Professor Tom McAlindon, 
entitled ‘Cathedral Musing: Thornton Wilder and Philip 
Larkin’ – concentrating on the links between ‘An Arundel 
Tomb’ and The Bridge of San Luis Rey, but covering a 
host of beautifully cross-referenced topics – an academic 
tour de force. He strikes a Hardyan note when discussing 
the permanence of change and ‘the tragic fragility of 
human identity’. Hardy would also have concurred with 
his statement that ‘The whole purpose of literature is the 
notation of the human heart’. Both Larkin and Wilder 
acknowledged that you ‘cannot attempt to escape the 
finality of death through the transcendence of art.’

At gatherings of the Hardy Society, I have occasionally 
met people who were briefly acquainted with Hardy but 
never anyone with a long-term knowledge of the man. The 
PLS is still replete with members who knew Larkin over 
many years: though sadly as time rolls on, even these are 
becoming a diminished band – so it is an honour to sit beside 
Win Dawson as we are driven towards ‘The Building’: 
more stark than I have long imagined it, but certainly 
‘higher than the handsomest hotel’ and a ‘clean-sliced 
cliff’: that twentieth-century monument to our ‘struggle to 
transcend / The thought of dying ...’ What a fitting site for 
a permanent display of artwork and photographs related to 
Larkin – officially opened in our presence by Alan Johnson 
MP – and including in a display case (it is the eye clinic) 
three pairs of Larkin’s spectacles and plentiful toads in the 
children’s section. If only Dorchester would treat its most 
famous poet / son with such respect! Goodbyes and thanks 
to the PLS for arranging such a memorable weekend. We 
part with talk of a joint THS / PLS venture in Christminster 
(Oxford) in 2014. But for now ‘Nothing to be Said’ – just 
a return to the station to try and re-enact ‘The Whitsun 
Weddings’ as ‘a slow and stopping curve southward we 
kept’ – no weddings to witness today – but a feeling of 
fulfilment and enrichment – thanks to our hosts the PLS, 
to the City of Hull and to Philip Larkin.

 
Pennie Thompson, Helen Lange and Tony Fincham 

at Larkin’s grave in Cottingham. Photo © James Booth
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Larkin’s Glasses at the Eye Hospital, Anlaby Rd. Hull
Graham Chesters

This framing of three pairs of Philip Larkin’s spectacles 
was undertaken by the Philip Larkin Society in partnership 
with Hull & East Yorkshire Eye Hospital as part of their 
enhancement of the Waiting Hall. The exhibit is now on 
permanent loan to the Hospital.

The glasses are taken from the collection of Larkinalia 
which the Society acquired after the death of Monica Jones 
in 2001 (now under the stewardship of the Hull History 
Centre).  The Master Inventory of the artefacts, compiled 
by James Booth, records the details as follows: 

257W   Rounded shiny black frames with two silver 
rivets showing at hinges and grey-blue cloth marked: 
P. H. DOWNS, F.B.O.A., (HONS.) F.S.M.C./ 160, 
HALLGATE, COTTINGHAM./ Tel. 45056./ Please ask 
for another when this cleaner is exhausted; in black case; 
blank white paper label with rounded ends pasted on inner 
lid.

258W   Round gold frames with plastic sheathing over ears 
and grey cloth marked: Rayner (ornamental lettering) / 17 
Albion Street/ HULL/ Hull Central 15364/ Please ask for 
another when this cleaner is exhausted; in red unmarked 
case; white paper label with rounded ends pasted on inner 
lid: ‘P.A. LARKIN’ in blue-black ink.

262W   Massive thick black rectangular frames; in soft 
plastic brown sheath, marked ‘Norlite’ in ornamental 
lettering. (Apparently the glasses on the cover of Required 
Writing.)

The three photographs are intended to illustrate the 
three pairs of glasses, although there can be no absolute 
certainty about the identifications. The first photograph 
is dated around 1946/47 – yet the cloth found with the 
glasses naming a Cottingham optician suggests continued 
use some time after his arrival in Hull in 1955. The gold 
pair is linked with his early years in Hull (by 1958 he 
was wearing black glasses again). The large black pair is 
associated with his later years; as the Inventory notes, he 
is wearing them on the cover picture (taken by Phil Sayer) 
of Required Writing (1983).

The poem, ‘Long Sight in Age’, was written by Larkin in 
June 1955, shortly after his arrival in Hull.  It remained 
unpublished in Larkin’s lifetime. Different editors, faced 
with unclear handwriting in the manuscript, have proposed 
different readings of certain lines; ‘wheeling’, for example, 
appears as ‘wrinkling’ in Collected Poems (ed. Anthony 
Thwaite 1988), and as ‘wincing’ in The Complete Poems 
(ed. Archie Burnett) respectively.                                    
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Larkin’s Refraction
Colin Vize MBBS, FRCOphth

 Consultant Ophthalmologist, Hull and East Yorkshire Eye Hospital



About Larkin

24

Digitising Larkinalia
Graham Chesters
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Amber Mary Allcroft (1945-2012)
Paul Walker and Belinda Hakes

Amber Allcroft with Belinda Hakes and Paul Walker at a joint 
meeting of the Betjeman and John Clare Societies

 in Helpston. Photograph © Terry Hakes

We are deeply saddened to report the premature death 
from a brain tumour of our dear friend Amber Allcroft. 
Amber died on 29 October last year in the Valley Nursing 
Home, Scunthorpe, at the age of just 67.

Amber was a member of the Philip Larkin Society from 
shortly after its inception, but will be best remembered as 
Committee Member and Merchandising Officer from 2003 
to 2006. During that time she transformed merchandising 
from a passive sales activity to a proactive marketing 
initiative, introducing postcards, notelets, bookmarks, CDs 
and DVDs, and vigorously promoting sales of ‘Listen’ 
audio tapes and Larkin Society publications, most notably 
Jean Hartley’s Philip Larkin’s Hull and East Yorkshire.

Amber’s link with Larkin, however, went back a further 
40 years when, as a shy nervous teenager, she was 
interviewed in May 1963 for the post of library assistant 
in the Brynmor Jones Library by Larkin himself. Amber 
recalled that Larkin was at pains to put her at ease, and saw 
enough in her to appoint her to a position in Periodicals 
and Bookbinding, where she worked, alongside Margaret 
Fowler and Anne Jones.1 

Amber’s boss was Maeve Brennan, with whom she was to 
enjoy a lifetime’s friendship, ending with Maeve’s death in 
2003. Amber was the first speaker in the Commemoration 
Service for Maeve in October 2003.

As a naïve teenager, Amber thought how nice it was of 
Mister Larkin to pop his head in and say ‘goodnight’ to 
Miss Brennan at the end of each working day. ‘When 
eventually the penny dropped, she soon learned to make 
herself scarce!’ She confirmed the view of Larkin held by 
many other library employees as a kindly and considerate 
boss with a genuine concern for the well-being of his staff.
As the friendship with Maeve developed, Maeve would 
visit Amber in the bedsit in her parents’ house. Larkin 
frequently arrived to pick Maeve up by taxi before he 
learned to drive, and would often spend time chatting to 
Amber’s parents in a relaxed way.

Amber confirmed how much Larkin used to enjoy the 
library parties. She recalled how he would direct his 
dancing partner to use his ‘good ear’, and how he would 
join in the drunken conga round the library stacks.

One evening she was on duty on the library issue desk 
with a colleague when the phone rang. Neither girl felt 
comfortable answering the phone, so a student friend 
picked up the receiver and said ‘Hello, City Morgue.’ 
Unfortunately, it was the Vice-Chancellor on the phone, 
and the incident resulted in a serious telling-off from 
Larkin.

One day, while walking through the car park, Amber 
happened to notice that the road fund licence in Larkin’s 
car had expired. She drew this to his attention, and was 
rewarded with a charming ‘thank you’ card and a book 
token. It’s little wonder that Amber remembered Larkin 
with affection.

Amber always claimed to know the identity of the subject 
of ‘Administration’. A rather attractive colleague was 
conducting a particularly amorous courtship with her 
student boyfriend in the stacks when she was supposed to 
be shelving books. The inevitable telling-off from Larkin 
followed. ‘Administration’ was written shortly after the 
incident, on 3 March 1965.

After three years in the library, Amber decided that 
librarianship was not for her and left to attend Endsleigh 
Teacher Training College, after which she began a lifetime’s 
career in teaching. She taught English in a number of Hull 
Schools, and her passion for poetry imparted a love of the 
subject to many a Hull teenager. As well as studying the 
works of prescribed poets, she also introduced them to the 
delights of e e cummings, Jacques Prévert, Dylan Thomas 

1To see Amber as a teenager, see Plate 13 in Maeve Brennan’s 
The Philip Larkin I Knew. Amber is second from the left on the 
front row.
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East Riding scene, photographed by Larkin. 

© Estate of Philip Larkin

and Vernon Watkins. She also taught English in France for 
a year, becoming fluent in French in the process.

As well as the Philip Larkin Society, Amber was also a 
member of the Betjeman and Dylan Thomas Societies. 
One of the highlights of her year was the week spent in her 
beloved South Wales at the annual Dylan Thomas Festival. 
Amber’s other great passion was opera and classical music. 
She was a regular attender at the Edinburgh and Buxton 
Festivals, and Sheffield Music In The Round.

 
Amber in Larkinesque pose at Coldstream, on the

way back from the Edinburgh Festival.
 Photograph © Paul Walker

Amber was a wonderful friend. She will be greatly missed 
for her warmth, intelligence, quick wit and wicked, 
iconoclastic sense of humour – in turn satirical, scathing 
and scatological – but then, she was a teacher! She was a 
deeply loyal and generous friend who was, quite simply, 
fun to be with. 

Amber was given a humanist funeral and a woodland 
burial. She is laid to rest in Brightwater Green Burial 
Meadow, Owmby-by-Spital, Lincolnshire. The Larkin 
Society was represented at the funeral by Paul Walker and 
Belinda Hakes. 

View across the Bay
in memoriam

Olive Rutherford
1918–2012

How long since first we walked this clifftop path,
you, Dear, and I? What dreams we clung to then
before the seeding of these meadowlands!

Flax, buttercup and common centuary,
knapweed and more repeat their names each year
while Yorkshire pays due poundage to the sea.

Abandoned now, the dreams, but you remain
with bedstraw, betony, corn marigold
where skylarks string their grace notes to the wind.

In summer sun, the view across the bay
compels the eyes to lift, from St John’s wort,
selfheal and sainfoin, to the blues beyond

cornflowered fields where, on an August day,
three generations joined my own to share
your flair with scarfs and hats, your vaudeville.

Some brought their memories from distant towns
and diverse times; all spoke one name, and left
love flourishing, with yarrow, fescues, vetch.

Today I come alone, repeating love
from family and friends, cry out your name
And homeward hear it strung above the wind.

Sewerby Fields Wildflower Meadows
Maurice Rutherford
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Larkin and Connolly – 
the resonance of their despair: Part II

Joseph Bailey
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Soul Brothers
Terry Kelly

Richard Bradford: The Odd Couple – The Curious Friendship between Kingsley Amis and Philip Larkin 
(Robson Press, 2012), 373pp. ISBN 978-1-84954-375-0
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The Unveiling of the Philip Larkin Bench
Jackie Sewell
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Many of Larkin’s poems, shorn of specific geographic 
location or persona, allow the reader to climb inside 
and be borne along. The amateur peruser can identify, 
interpret and enjoy without the aid of the professional 
critic. Reading the letters, however, does sometimes help 
to provide a deeper interpretive understanding.

What matters to me is whether the poems and other texts 
work with my own knowledge and experience to generate 
personal pleasure and insight. Here I provide a personal 
reading which might be worth sharing. It’s an incident in 
which my experience of a certain landscape, as kept in 
memory, and Larkin’s experience of that same landscape, 
as related to Monica and perhaps later evoked in Cut 
Grass, came together in a meaningful way to engender in 
me an almost-epiphany, almost-true.

It’s June 2012 and I’m reading Letters to Monica (2010) 
straight through. Larkin’s performative persona for 
Monica, or perhaps their mutual slant, was to undersell 
pleasure and oversell dullness. Whether describing life 
or landscape, Larkin’s most common adjectives seem to 
be ‘dull’, ‘boring’, ‘tedious’, and so on. On a very few 
occasions he uses ‘lovely’, specifically in relation to Sark, 
Bellingham Show, country lanes around Belfast, and a 
sweep of fields outside Cottingham. 

Imagine my surprise, then, to discover one use of 
‘beautiful’, towards the back on page 400, to which 
he adds, in the same letter, ‘exciting’, ‘wonderful’ and 
‘marvellous’, echoes of Handel’s Messiah. And then the 
even greater astonishment of finding that the area he calls 
beautiful, exciting, wonderful and marvellous is the small 
riverside region of southern Howdenshire in which I were 
born and bred. Aye, na’ then.

Larkin is simply looking for ambiguous old William 
Empson’s birthplace at Yokefleet, on the north bank of 
the River Ouse (not Humber), but in June 1969 he finds 
an unexpected rural England which charms him beyond 
measure. He writes from Hull on 8 June 1969:

It was a brilliant day … I turned down rather late, at 
Balkholme; went through Kilpin & then down to 
Saltmarshe; then back & along to Laxton, Yokefleet, 
Blacktoft and Faxfleet, & then up to the main road 
again, and wonderful it was. Very quiet: lanes all lined 
shoulder high with cow parsley: huge trees in their 
first full freshness; & the villages – hardly more than 
collections of houses – made Clunbury and Clun seem 

like Manhattan. No inns – or hardly any – a church or 
two … The river mostly invisible, behind high banks, but 
sometimes a gliding ship appeared … O it was beautiful!             

This little pays, an ‘ordinary landscape’, the area between 
the Boothferry Bridge and Brough, was replete with 
Housmaniac ‘quietest places under the sun’, and not far 
off in Shropshire but just down the road from Hull. Sad, 
perhaps, for Larkin, in that he had been meaning to go to 
Yokefleet for fourteen years. And almost everyone else has 
missed it, because they have shrugged off Howdenshire 
as the fields ‘thin and thistled’, with ‘harsh-named halts’ 
of the Goole to Hull railway line in Here, and gone on to 
embrace equally beautiful Holderness.

 
Larkin seems enamoured with this nameless region, which 
I have always called, affectionately, the Back of Beyond. It 
has what he likes: quiet, trees, river, peaceful summertime 
swathes of fields. I know it to be yet another spot, like 
Hull, where ‘only salesmen and relations come.’ I went 
with an agricultural salesman on his rounds in this area, 
and sometimes visited relations at Balkholme, Blacktoft 
and Broomfleet. But Larkin has come as a poet, he sees 
the place poetically in both diction and reference, and 
in the letter, as so often in the poems, there’s the usual 
doubleness of vision. He describes Blacktoft village hall: 
‘…inside I could see trestle tables laid for tea, as if for some 
outing that never came.’ Along the lanes: ‘…always the 
rare white of early summer: hawthorn, chestnut candles, 

Hemlock, Motherdie
Douglas Porteous
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cowparsley, nettle-flowers, so soon lost….’ And, back in 
Hull: ‘It was a day among days: I’m sure it’ll never be 
so fine again.’ The old trope of absence, of time’s winged 
chariot Hullying us off to doomsville, pops out even in the 
recollection of a happy day amidst the bliss of solitude. 
Yet his jokiness remains, for on the subject of the white 
vegetation’s transitoriness he corrects himself and adds: 
‘(I expect they go on till autumn really.)’  

What just might have come out of Larkin’s 1969 trip to 
Ordinaryland is Cut Grass (1971). This poem is almost 
central within the last great spate of poetry which issued 
from Larkin in the period from late 1969 to 1973, with the 
almost-celebratory poems of To the Sea (1969) and Show 
Saturday (1973) as bookends. He tells us that ‘happiness 
writes white’, yet here’s a positive poem about whiteness, 
as a contrast to Sympathy in White Major (1967). Read the 
letter and note the almost-similar itemization in this poem:

 … the white hours
Of young-leafed June
With chestnut flowers,
With hedges snowlike strewn,

White lilac bowed,
Lost lanes of Queen Anne’s Lace,
And that high-builded cloud
Moving at summer’s pace.

It’s obvious that this poem, like so many others, is shorn 
of locational and personal particularity and thus universal 
and therefore able to be analysed in any-angled light. 
It’s generally seen as a languorous, seasonally rhythmic 
poem, yet still crying out against ultimate doom. Edward 
Thomas lurks on the grass verges. The Biblical ‘All flesh 
is as grass’ seems pretty obvious. Alternatively, and 
postmodernly, I’m quite happy to admit that Larkin may 
have been recording that great Wolds walk from Cottam to 
Cowlam, or that cut grass may be cut glass to a deaf person 
or on an East Asian tongue, or that the high-buildedness 
recalls Larkin’s hospitals, and so on ad infinitum. Perhaps 
his use of ‘marvellous’ in the letter betokens Captain 
Marvell, famous seventeenth-century adventure-comic 
poet and MP for Hull. Queen Anne’s Lace makes me think 
of her tying her corset and all those dead babies. And I’ve 
taught enough geopolitics to provide an Islamist reading. 
But let’s not get ridiculous.

I haven’t seen the workbooks, wherein may be discovered 
perhaps a longer gestation for Cut Grass than 1969–71. 
And I’m aware that Larkin may not have produced what 
he wanted to achieve, for in a later letter to Monica 
he deprecates his lyrical elegy as merely Elgar-like 
‘”music,” i.e. pointless crap.’ But whatever the authorial 
intentionality, and whatever anyone else’s interpretation, 
postmodernity tells us that the reader is the master, and 
right now the reader is me. 

Larkin likes lanes, especially white summer ones, which 

appear again in Bridge for the Living (1975). I was happy 
walking, biking, and driving along those, or similar, back 
lanes, some of them dead ends to match what Larkin 
thought of his own poem. But we locals never used the 
term ‘Queen Anne’s Lace’; far too lahdidah. Nor did we, 
as in Larkin’s letter, call it cow parsley. Larkin probably 
changed the wording in the poem because cow parsley is a 
rough locution for such a soft poem, and because parsley 
has a perfect rhyme only with ‘sparsely’, hardly a useful 
adverb in such a lush and luxuriant landscape. No fields 
‘thin and thistled’ here. What we called it was ‘hemlock’, 
very Socratic, or, even more sinisterly, ‘motherdie’. It’s a 
poisonous plant.

Or so I was told as a child, and not until sixty years later 
did I look up the Umbelliferae, to find a confusion of 
several species which look alike – water hemlock, poison 
hemlock, cow parsnip, wild carrot (Queen Anne’s Lace) – 
only some of which are toxic. Make a pipe out of a toxic 
hollow stalk, however, and you may well die. Larkin wasn’t 
a botanist, and nor am I, so I have to admit that all my life 
I have been in the wrong, albeit unpoisoned. But I am glad 
to report that it’s unlikely that Larkin placed a toxic plant 
deliberately inside such a fly-Elgaric, soft country lyric. 
Nevertheless, now we’ve got the word, could you stomach 
an article about Larkin’s life on the theme of ‘Motherdie’?
What I can say that’s not untrue and not unkind, unless I’m 
the most deceived, is that as a reader of this poem and this 
letter, I have had a multilayered serendipitous sequence of 
joys – the sensitivity and even sentimentality of the poem 
itself, the epiphany of the connection of Larkin’s letter with 
my personal life and landscape, the I’ve-got-to-run-to-the-
bookshelf-and-check-something experience that I hope all 
readers sometimes have, and even the strange thought of 
poison avoided. Best of all, there’s my pleasure that Philip 
Larkin had pleasure in a landscape that gave and still gives 
me pleasure, and now may give yet more deeply. 

Photographs by Philip Larkin. © The Estate of Philip Larkin
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