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GETTING IT OFF HIS CHEST: 

SOME IMPLICATIONS OF 

D. H. LAWRENCE’S AFFAIR WITH ALICE DAX 
 

BARBARA KEARNS 

 

 

 

In February 1912, shortly after returning from his convalescence in 

the South of England, and before meeting Frieda Weekley, 

Lawrence asked another married woman, Alice Dax of Shirebrook, 

to leave her husband Henry Richard (Harry) Dax and go away with 

him. This we know from Enid Hilton, who was an intimate of Alice 

and a friend of the Lawrences.
1
 Alice was pregnant at this time and 

“hoped” that Lawrence, with whom she had been having an affair 

for some time, was the child’s natural father.
2
 It was only after the 

baby was born that Alice’s “closest friends, who were in on the 

secret, insisted it was plainly her husband’s”.
3
 There are four 

possible reasons why Lawrence would have pressed Alice to leave 

her husband: he was just being polite, he was testing Alice’s 

resolve, he was being wilfully disruptive, or he genuinely wanted 

Alice to come away with him. Whatever his motivation, Alice 

refused him. As Hilton later explained to Keith Sagar, “She 

discussed the problem with my mother, who opposed it, and in the 

end she decided that she was not ‘his woman’”.
4
 The question that 

has never been asked is what effect this rejection might have had on 

Lawrence at this time. He had recently recovered from a life-

threatening illness, had broken off his engagement with Louie 

Burrows, resigned his job as a teacher, and was nervous of his 

prospects – and it was at this point that his mistress had balked. 

Like many a married woman before her, Alice had opted not to 

leave her husband for her lover. The unborn child was destined to 

be raised by Harry Dax, whatever its paternity.  
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Lawrence’s biographers have tended to be sceptical of the 

importance of the Alice Dax affair. Readings of Clara Dawes in 

Sons and Lovers (1913), for whom Alice was part model (SL 

xxxiv), have led to the impression that Lawrence never really cared 

for Alice. Their affair was part of his “pattern of desperation 

seeking relief, and would have brought as much guilt as 

satisfaction”, John Worthen has argued.
5
 It is worth bearing in 

mind, however, that the bulk of the Clara narrative in Sons and 

Lovers was drafted after Alice had refused to leave her husband.
6
 

Worthen has stated of Lawrence and Frieda: “For the first time in 

his life, a woman who attracted him was prepared to have sex with 

him”, which consigns Alice to a supposed category of women with 

whom Lawrence had sex but to whom he was not attracted.
7
 

Michael Squires and Lynn K. Talbot state that “Alice Dax, a 

married suffragette, older than he, gaunt rather than pretty, claimed 

– many years later – that she had had intercourse with him in 

1912”, as if such a claim might easily be discounted.
8
 Their twofold 

imputation is that Alice Dax was not attractive enough to have 

appealed to Lawrence and that she was seeking notoriety by making 

such a claim.  

In fact, Alice never spoke publicly of her affair with Lawrence. 

Her own accounts of the relationship were private. One is contained 

in letter to Frieda, written in 1935. The tone is discreet yet 

determinedly revelatory. “I wanted you to know”, she insists, 

peppering the letter with temporal superlatives that emphasise the 

longevity of the affair along with its shortcomings: “I was never”, 

“I could never”, “always between us”.
9
 She appears determined to 

assure Frieda that Lawrence had not switched arbitrarily from one 

married woman to another and that Frieda had been better suited to 

him. However, Alice comments, “we were never, except for one 

short memorable hour, whole: it was from that one hour that I 

began to see the light of life” – a statement that resonates with the 

“peewits” scene in Sons and Lovers that culminates: “Nothing 

could nullify it, nothing could take it away. It was almost their 

belief in life” (SL 398). 
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We also have Lawrence’s tacit acknowledgement of the affair, 

contained in a letter to Sallie Hopkin of 19 August 1912, when he 

confides to her, of Alice, “I told her I was with another woman” (1L 

440). So we do have first-hand confirmation of the affair from both 

parties, and their affair is certainly acknowledged in the Cambridge 

biography.
10

 The implications of the pregnancy, however, and how 

Lawrence might have responded to Alice’s rejection, have not been 

discussed.  

Giving credence to Hilton’s claim that “the frustrations of 

Jessie, later of Louie, were resolved by [Alice] Dax and readied 

him for Frieda” would necessitate a reconfiguration of existing 

accounts of Lawrence’s relationships with both of his fiancées.
11

 

Certainly Hilton’s evidence overturns the notion that Lawrence, 

throughout his affair with Alice, had been the innocent victim of a 

predatory and unattractive female. Yet Hilton was a discreet and 

trusted friend of both Lawrence and Frieda. She was one of those 

commissioned to smuggle copies of Lady Chatterley’s Lover (1928) 

into England from Italy and to hand-deliver them to their 

subscribers, one of whom was evidently Alice Dax. Lawrence 

afterwards enquired of Hilton: “Wonder what Alice Dax thought of 

Lady C!” (6L 558). It was Hilton to whom Frieda turned for support 

when embroiled in a legal wrangle over Lawrence’s estate, and it 

was Hilton who was selected by Aldous Huxley and Frieda to be 

chief coordinator of the originals of the letters published in 1932.
12

 

Hilton had no reason to misrepresent the Lawrence-Dax affair. She 

had to be pressed to divulge what she knew of it, as she later 

explained to Sagar:  

 

In the past I have felt very strongly that there should always be 

one last privacy in the life of a private citizen whose claim to 

notoriety rests on her chance acquaintance with a man who later 

became famous, and whose own very private life is to be 

revealed to the last copulation, so to speak.
13
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Lawrence’s biographers have provided no justification for their 

selective use of Hilton’s accounts of Alice Dax. The inconvenient 

portions have simply been shelved. Alice “actually hoped that the 

child was Lawrence’s”, Worthen has noted, “but since Lawrence 

had gone down with pneumonia on 19 November 1911, and did not 

return to the Midlands until 9 February 1912, that would seem 

impossible unless Alice Dax visited Bournemouth during 

January”.
14

 Then let us, for once, wander down the “unless” path 

instead of the well-trodden “impossible” path. Let us join the dots 

of the hitherto shelved testimony of Enid Hilton to see what picture 

can be drawn. Let us revisit the events of 1912–13 and investigate 

how his mistress’s relinquishing of passion in favour of a bourgeois 

existence might have influenced Lawrence’s state of mind on 

leaving England, his subsequent relationship with Frieda and his 

writing over the ensuing months. Such a focus might provide some 

insights into hitherto imponderable questions. Why, on the day 

Lawrence met Frieda, did he arrive saying he had “finished with his 

attempts at knowing women”?
15

 Where can we see the “venomous” 

pleasure of which he spoke when “simmering a new work” in 1913 

(1L 501)? What idea preoccupied him enough to have him 

complain at that time: “I want to get it off my chest” (1L 501)? 

What subsequent catharsis, in the unfinished ‘Insurrection of Miss 

Houghton’, freed him to plunge unburdened into ‘The Sisters’? 

 

The pregnancy 

Let us start by acknowledging that Alice Dax was of above average 

intelligence. Hilton has stressed this, Jessie acknowledged it and 

even Helen Corke, who was introduced to Alice in 1911, had to 

admit that “Mrs. Dax impressed me as being a highly intelligent, 

very practical woman”.
16

 It is inconceivable that such a woman – a 

feminist with an active political interest in motherhood, who had 

already experienced one full-term pregnancy – would have “hoped” 

that a child she had conceived had been fathered by Lawrence if 

there had been no appropriate connection. 
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A textbook pregnancy reaching full term on 6 October 1912, as 

this one did, would have meant a conception date of somewhere 

around 14 January. We can be confident the pregnancy was not too 

much out of the ordinary duration, as Lawrence wrote, 

commiserating with Alice and sending his love, nineteen days 

before the birth: “How dreadful, these last weeks!” (1L 457). For 

Alice to have hoped that the child she bore was Lawrence’s, they 

would have had to have had sex within a week or so either side of 

14 January.
17

 Since Lawrence did not return north until 9 February, 

this means, as Worthen notes, while he was in Bournemouth. A 

determined mistress, kept from her lover by his life-threatening 

illness and fearing every day might be his last, is unlikely to have 

been backward in seizing the opportunity to reunite with him in a 

distant seaside town. We know that on at least one previous 

occasion Alice had travelled to London to spend time with 

Lawrence in a hotel.
18

 We are also told that she “had the desire and 

ability to go to any length to attain her ideals”.
19

 Alice was a 

woman with “an iron will” according to Corke and she was, by her 

own admission, suffering an “unendurable passion” for Lawrence at 

this time.
20

  

It is possible that the short poem ‘Two-fold’, which Lawrence 

composed sometime between summer 1911 and May 1912, 

celebrates the “passion unbearable” that Alice claims to have been 

driven by at this time:
21

  

 

How gorgeous that shock of red lilies, and larkspur cleaving  

All with a flash of blue! – When will she be leaving  

Her room, where the night still hangs like a half-folded bat,  

And passion unbearable seethes in the darkness, like must in a 

vat. (Poems 1 92) 

 

Certainly the emotional state described in ‘Two-fold’ does not seem 

reflective of any account Lawrence has ever given of Frieda, or 

Frieda has given of herself. The poem was eventually published in 

New Poems (1918), a copy of which Lawrence inscribed to Alice 
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Dax.
22

 We are unused to considering Alice as possible inspiration 

for such a work, because we have been under the assumption that 

Lawrence did not find Alice attractive.  

The passion that Alice could not endure had to be acted upon. 

How exactly this coming together was effected we do not know, but 

Alice and Lawrence had been having an affair for some 

considerable time and were used to finding ways to be together. 

Hilton reports that they had been meeting “away from Eastwood, 

often in the Nottingham area, down by the river Trent”, at the 

Hopkins’s house and “very occasionally at the Dax home”.
23

  

There is evidence that Lawrence had Alice in mind when he was 

in Bournemouth. On 1 February, he wrote asking Corke to send 

Alice a certain journal article that he wanted her to read. Three days 

earlier he had written to Edward Garnett of his current turmoil: “I 

can never decide whether my dreams are the result of my thoughts, 

or my thoughts the result of my dreams. It is very queer. But my 

dreams make conclusions for me” (1L 359). Within a week, he had 

written to Louie breaking their engagement and when Louie begged 

to discuss it with him, face to face, he told her he could not meet 

her in Nottingham on Wednesday 14 February – which was 

Valentine’s Day – because he had arranged to meet Mrs Dax that 

day. Instead he met Louie on Monday 12 February and when she 

challenged him directly, “Is there another girl?”, he responded: 

“Yes, if you’d call her a girl”.
24

 Alice had been born on 4 August 

1878. She was a year older than Frieda. 

At the time of the pre-arranged Valentine’s Day meeting, 

Alice’s menstrual period would have been approximately seventeen 

days overdue. She would therefore have had a strong sense that 

probably she was pregnant. Even a woman not subject to textbook 

twenty-eight day cycles would have been seriously suspicious at 

this point. In medical terms, Alice would have been considered six 

weeks pregnant. There are also early signs of pregnancy (from 

tingling nipples to morning sickness which can begin at six weeks) 

that would provide additional confirmation to a woman who has 

already experienced such symptoms. Worthen concludes that it was 



Journal of D. H. Studies, vol. 4.1 (2015) 

 
73 

probably Alice with whom Lawrence went to the theatre that 

evening.
25

 If so, it is also probable that Alice alerted Lawrence to 

her condition at that time – which would explain Lawrence’s 

remark to Garnett the following day: “The sequel – which startled 

me – I will tell you personally some time. It shall not be committed 

to paper” (1L 366, emphasis in original).  

On Monday or Tuesday of this same week, Lawrence had made 

his much anticipated return visit to Jessie. On the tram, on the way 

home, he seized her hand, saying “I wish we could run away on 

this”.
26

 Jessie, characteristically, could not see why they “needed to 

run away”.
27

 Even allowing for Lawrence’s tendency to 

overdramatise when he was with Jessie, his words do seem to 

indicate some trepidation regarding his imminent self-imposed 

exile to Germany. The move to Croydon in 1908, with its 

separation from all he knew and loved, had been challenging 

enough. The prospect of moving to another country for a year 

seems to have been an even more daunting prospect.  

It is easy now to see what a small step it would have been for 

Lawrence, on meeting with Alice on Valentine’s Day and hearing 

that she was probably pregnant, to suggest that she leave her 

husband and son and come to Germany with him. That he did make 

such a suggestion during this period, if not on this particular day, is 

made explicit in information given to Keith Sagar by Enid Hilton, 

who stated that Alice told her that Lawrence had made the request 

when “Dax had a child, a boy Eric, and another child coming”, and 

that Alice subsequently consulted Sallie Hopkin about what to do, 

before giving her answer in the negative.
28

 In order for this event to 

be consistent with all three of these conditions – and to have 

occurred before Lawrence met Frieda, by which time, Alice claims, 

she realised that Lawrence was going to leave her – the proposition 

can only have been made around this time.
29

 Plans were now made 

for Lawrence to spend a week at the Daxes’ home in Shirebrook, 

commencing 2 March, ostensibly to aid his recuperation.  

 

The decision 
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Alice evidently took Lawrence’s proposition seriously, anguishing 

over her response, as Hilton relates: 

  

Could she leave the boy? She did not feel free enough for that. 

Nor could she contemplate taking the boy with her and further 

saddling Lawrence with a child not his own … Apparently this 

woman went through a hell of the sort we can barely imagine. 

This man had set her free and given her something she scarcely 

knew existed and may never have again, if she let him go.
30

  

 

Alice had none of the confidence, born of a privileged and indulged 

childhood, which gave Frieda the wherewithal to liberate herself 

from her dull Nottinghamshire existence. Alice had been born and 

bred in “damnable crippling poverty” and had grown up in Toxteth, 

Lancashire.
31

 In a family history that has some parallels to that of 

another of Lawrence’s characters, Elsa Culverwell (LG 341–58), 

discussed later in this essay, Alice’s mother, Mary Holmes, a 

governess, had married, seemingly whilst pregnant, William Mills, 

an irresponsible and selfish man from a family of grocers.
32

 Though 

William worked on and off as a clerk, he refused to live within his 

means and went about “as a ‘refined gentleman’ always dressed in 

fashionable clothes, extremely well-groomed and horribly 

conceited”, while his wife, with eight children, was obliged to be 

the breadwinner.
33

 Alice blamed her father not only for the day-to-

day deprivations of her childhood but also for her mother’s 

undernourished pregnancy that had led to her being born the “runt” 

of the family. She had been “small, thin, clumsy, always laughed at, 

always weeping, and rarely happy”.
34

 There was subsequently 

“something” wrong with Alice’s perception of herself, akin to 

Paul’s observation of Clara in Sons and Lovers, “Something’s the 

matter with her” (SL 277). Alice had adopted a feminist antagonism 

towards men in general. She was angry and hurt, and had 

developed, as had Clara in Sons and Lovers, “a sort of defiant way 

… a sort of angry way” (SL 283), that is also a characteristic of Elsa 

Culverwell. 
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There are further echoes of Alice’s history in ‘Two Marriages’ 

and ‘Daughters of the Vicar’.
35

 Like Mary Lindley in Lawrence’s 

tale, Alice Mary Dax (née Mills) came from a family of six girls 

and two boys, and married, at the age of twenty-seven, the first 

person to ask her – pharmacist, Harry Dax – though she was not 

sexually attracted to him.
36

 Lawrence exaggerated the unappealing 

characteristics of Mary Lindley’s husband in ‘Two Marriages’, but 

they nevertheless contain the germ of various personality traits said 

to pertain to Harry Dax. Harry, though kind, was apparently shy, 

lacking in wit, easily offended and “absurdly conservative”.
37

 Alice 

had not found sex with him “even very pleasant”.
38

 She had 

consequently sought other outlets for her passionate nature. Like 

Mary Lindley in ‘Daughters of the Vicar’: 

 

She had sold a lower thing, her body, for a higher thing, her 

freedom from material things. She considered that she paid for 

all she got from her husband. So, in a kind of independence, she 

moved proud and free ... She had bought her position in the 

world—that henceforth was taken for granted. There remained 

only the direction of her activity towards charity and high-

minded living. (PO 56) 

 

From within the financial security of marriage, Alice became a 

campaigner for “the women’s cause” in all its various 

manifestations: keeping company with suffragettes like the 

Pankhursts and Annie Kenney, joining the Labour Party, initiating a 

community nursing association, and giving at least one talk on ‘The 

inequality of the sexes and its reason’ at the Socialists’ Hall in 

Nottingham.
39

 Yet, despite this strident engagement with public 

affairs, in matters of the heart Alice had an almost total lack of self-

confidence. So low was her sense of self-worth that she was 

incapable of believing Lawrence’s regard for her had any real 

foundation, as she revealed in the aforementioned letter to Frieda: 

“I was never meet for him and what he liked was not the me I was, 
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but the me I might-have-been – the potential me which would never 

have struggled to life but for his help and influence”.
40

 

This was the passionate, frustrated woman whom Lawrence 

asked to accompany him to Germany. Alice’s spiritually and 

sexually impoverished existence was seen by Lawrence as being no 

less life-threatening than the penury Alice would be likely to face if 

her relationship with him did not work out and her husband refused 

to take her back. As Paul Morel says of Clara: 

 

[she] talks on platforms—so she’s already singled out from the 

sheep, and as far as I can see, hasn’t much to lose. No—her 

life’s nothing to her, so what’s the worth of nothing? She goes 

with me—it becomes something. Then she must pay, we both 

must pay. Folk are so frightened of paying—they’d rather starve 

and die. (SL 359)  

 

Alice consulted Sallie Hopkin on what to do for the best and Sallie 

advised against leaving with Lawrence. Willie agreed that it was 

too risky. “My father considered that she lacked certain feminine 

qualities and that she ‘wouldn’t suit Bert very long”’, Enid later 

told Sagar.
41

 Alice had partnered Lawrence sexually during both of 

his engagements (to Burrows and Chambers) and knew better than 

anyone the limits of his capacity for fidelity.
42

 She had two weeks 

to consider the proposition before his visit on 2 March, when she 

would have to give her answer. 

On that day, despite being two months pregnant with a child that 

she hoped was his, and despite her conviction that Lawrence had 

awakened her to “the light of life”, and despite all her protestations 

of unendurable passion, Alice felt compelled to say no.
43

 She made 

the uncharacteristically bourgeois decision to stay with her 

husband, rather than run off with this unemployed, unreliable and 

sickly young man.
44

 Ultimately, Alice the feminist was incapable of 

relinquishing her deep-rooted conviction that men were a liability.  

We can gain a sense of Lawrence’s reaction to Alice’s rejection 

if we look closely at what ensued, as delineated in the Cambridge 
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Edition of The Letters and the first volume of the three-part 

biography published by Cambridge University Press. In late 

February, another petition from Louie, asking to meet with 

Lawrence, had drawn another refusal in favour of Mrs Dax: “This 

Saturday [2 March] I have promised to go to Shirebrook” (1L 369). 

As Sunday 3 March has been established as the most likely date 

that Lawrence met Frieda, it has been suggested that he must have 

put off this proposed visit to Shirebrook, until Monday 4 March, in 

order to accept Professor Weekley’s invitation to lunch at the 

weekend.
45

 However, this does not appear to have been the case. 

Lawrence was not in Eastwood during that weekend. Mail was 

forwarded to him at Alice’s house from Ada’s house during that 

time.
46

  

It would seem, then, that Lawrence must have gone first to 

Shirebrook on Saturday, as planned, and travelled from there to 

Nottingham on Sunday for lunch with the Weekleys. An additional 

indicator of this being the case is the fact that Alice cites the date of 

Lawrence’s meeting Frieda as the beginning of the end of her own 

relationship with him. “I had always been glad that he met you, 

even from the day after the event, when he told me about you, and I 

knew that he would leave me”, she told Frieda.
47

 There seems no 

plausible reason for Alice being “glad” that Lawrence was shifting 

his allegiance other than that she had already decided against 

leaving her husband for him, and was “glad” to have been absolved 

of some of the guilt she felt for letting Lawrence down.  

Adding further to the likelihood that Lawrence went from 

Shirebrook to the Weekleys is Frieda’s recollection that on the 

night of their first meeting, Lawrence “walked all the way to his 

home. It was a walk of at least five hours”.
48

 It certainly would not 

have taken five hours to walk the ten miles from Mapperley to 

Eastwood. From Mapperley to Shirebrook, however, a distance of 

some twenty miles, could have taken around five hours.
49

  

An incident related by Alice to Hilton, and later conveyed to 

Emile Delavenay is unlikely to have occurred at any other time than 

that first evening in Shirebrook, on 2 March, before Lawrence told 
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Alice, on 4 March, that he had met and become interested in Frieda. 

Lawrence, it is said, came to Alice when she was in bed with her 

sleeping husband. He “wanted her to go away with him then and 

there. She would not leave [her son], nor could she ‘do such a dirty 

trick’ to Harry [her words], who after all had been decent to her in 

his way, and who loved his child”.
50

 That Lawrence wanted Alice 

“badly” at this time is made explicit in a comment that was excised 

from the published version of Hilton’s memoir: “Naturally one 

wonders why she did not go with D. H. when he wanted her so 

badly”.
51

 The subjectivity of this comment was presumably 

considered unreliable. Yet it is reflective of an impression given by 

Alice herself and ought to be considered indicative of Alice’s point 

of view. She believed Lawrence really wanted her and that she had 

let him down. “I thank him always for my life though I know it cost 

him pains and disappointments”, she told Frieda.
52

 As a young 

woman, she had “sworn vengeance” against men, refusing to 

sacrifice herself as her mother had done.
53

 “I do believe that my 

revenge, unconsciously and unintentionally, hurt him far more than 

it has ever hurt my husband”, she confided, of Lawrence, to 

Frieda.
54

 A private poem titled ‘Phoenix’, written by Alice after 

Lawrence’s death and now in the possession of her granddaughter, 

confirms that Alice believed Lawrence had really cared for her. It 

claims “he wrapped me round with love”.
55

 Alice was too down-to-

earth and too lacking in self-esteem to have claimed that Lawrence 

had loved her if he had not himself given her that impression. 

 

Lawrence’s response 

Some sense of Lawrence’s response to Alice’s rejection may be 

traced in two descriptions of the mood in which Lawrence arrived 

at the Weekleys’ house for lunch the following day. In the 

autobiographical play The Fight for Barbara (published 1933, 

written 1912), Lawrence has the Frieda character describe the man 

who entered her drawing room that day as a “crumpled up, 

despairing, hating creature” (Plays 248). Frieda’s own account 

recalled: “He said he had finished with his attempts at knowing 
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women. I was amazed at the way he fiercely denounced them. I had 

never before heard anything like it. I laughed, yet I could tell he had 

tried very hard, and had cared”.
56

  

Fortuitously, however, Lawrence had met Frieda, the woman he 

would spend the rest of his life with, and some indication of the 

attitude he now adopted toward Alice can be seen in the way he 

reported this new interest to Alice the following day. “I remember 

so well his words”, Alice later recounted to Frieda: “You would 

like Frieda – she is direct and free, but I don’t know how you would 

get on together’ and his voice tailed off into ‘I wonder’, whilst his 

mind compared us and his eyes left me in no doubt”.
57

 From 

Shirebrook, Lawrence wrote to Garnett: “I’m not going to tell you 

any stories, because at breakfast you are a sort of Father Anthony, 

and I am afraid of you” (1L 372). As Worthen has noted, “He 

clearly had some story to tell”.
58

 While in Shirebrook Lawrence 

continued working on Paul Morel, writing, we know from a 

handful of surviving pages, elements of what would eventually 

become chapters VIII and IX of Sons and Lovers (PM xlv). These 

are the chapters immediately preceding the section on Clara.  

 Lawrence’s sense of betrayal was soon exacerbated by a visit to 

his friend, George Neville, in Bradnop, who had recently got 

married without telling him. Neville was planning to spend the 

Easter break with his new wife and child instead of with “the old 

crowd”.
59

 He records falling out with Lawrence over this in some 

detail. It was a pivotal moment in their friendship and seems to 

have been its breaking point. “Fatherhood’s a myth”, Lawrence 

announced, when calling in at the Holbrooks’ cottage on his way 

back from Neville’s. It was as if he was measuring for himself how 

it was going to feel to be separated from his own possible progeny. 

“I asked [Neville] how he felt about it, and he said he felt nothing, 

nothing at all. He has no feeling whatever towards that infant. 

There’s no such thing as fatherhood”.
60

 In the absence of the usual 

Easter excursion with “the old crowd”, Lawrence now opted to 

spend Easter Sunday with Frieda and family. Within less than a 

month he, like Gilbert Noon in part one of Mr Noon (1934), had 
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hopped off to the continent with Frieda to start a new chapter, 

leaving behind his former mistress, languishing with what appears 

to have been hyperemesis gravidarum, in Mr Noon termed 

“neuralgia of the stomach” (MN 78).  

Mr Noon tells the story of a young lothario, whose over-zealous 

spooning with Emmie, another man’s fiancé, appears to have led to 

her pregnancy. Emmie’s brother-in-law Harry, evidently modelled 

on the “absurdly conservative” pharmacist Harry Dax, feeds Emmie 

concoctions of “brown, slimy steaming linseed-and-liquorice stew” 

or “Spanish juice”, which he argues do more good than “modern 

preparations like aspirin and camphorated chlorodyne and such” 

(MN 72, 71). It is a grim evocation of what was probably going on 

in Shirebrook while Lawrence was enjoying summer on the 

continent. It is also a venomous portrayal of the life Alice had 

ultimately chosen for herself. “So she took to her bed”, quips the 

narrator, “and decided to turn over a new leaf. No, not a rose-leaf. 

She decided, if possible, to open the last long chapter of a woman’s 

life, headed Marriage. She intended it to be a long and quite banal 

chapter” (MN 69). 

 

Garda 

Now for Alice, in place of the man who had “wrapped [her] round 

with love”, there was a postcard sending his love, expressing relief 

to hear that she was “going on decently” and giving rapturous 

accounts of the scenery (1L 457). Lawrence wrote in the first 

person as if he were alone, so as not to rub salt in her wounds, 

though Alice evidently knew what was going on. “Mrs Dax writes 

me – I told her I was with another woman – but no details. I am 

sorry for her, she is so ill”, he told Sallie Hopkin in August (1L 

440). It was left to Sallie to communicate the details to Alice. The 

fact that Lawrence’s “other woman” was an aristocrat had evidently 

not escaped her attention, providing as it did, such a painful 

contrast to her own background. “My cup was bitter when he wrote 

from Garda in the richness of fulfilment”, she confided to Frieda 

two decades later:  
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How bitterly I envied you that day! How I resented his snobbery 

and his happiness whilst I was suffering in body and sick in soul 

carrying an unwanted child which would never have been 

conceived but for an unendurable passion which only he had 

roused and my husband had slaked.
61

  

 

That Harry Dax had “slaked” Alice’s passion is a statement open to 

interpretation. Perhaps Alice was being deliberately enigmatic in 

order not to cast doubt, in writing, on her daughter’s legitimacy.  

At Garda and shortly afterwards at Gargnano, Lawrence 

reworked Paul Morel for the last time. His rendering of the 

denouement of the Clara affair concludes: 

 

Her passion for the young man had filled her soul, given her a 

certain satisfaction, eased her of her self-mistrust, her doubt. 

Whatever else she was, she was inwardly assured. It was almost 

as if she had gained herself, and stood now distinct and 

complete. She had received her confirmation. But she never 

believed that her life belonged to Paul Morel, nor his to her. 

They would separate in the end, and the rest of her life would be 

an ache after him. (SL 405, emphasis in original) 

 

That this was an accurate rendering of Alice’s point of view seems 

to be borne out by her later statement to Frieda, “I thank him 

always for my life”, and also by the mood in which Jessie found her 

languishing a year later. “[T]hank Heaven, Harry has at last worked 

round to sense”, Jessie told Helen Corke, following a visit to the 

Daxes: 

 

When she declares very tragically that the griefs of twenty years 

ago are as real today as they were then, he cheerfully suggests 

that the converse holds good, and she has her periods of joy over 

long-past delights. Then she says, sulkily and near to tears, that 

it isn’t so at all, quite the contrary, the joys have paled out of 
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memory. At that, Harry gives her up and returns to the 

Pharmaceutical Journal.
62

  
 

According to Hilton, Alice “remained absolutely faithful to 

Lawrence. Never again did she allow any man to approach her, 

even her husband. She said she never could, ever again, let any man 

touch her after D. H. L.” (though no such injunction was issued 

against women).
63

 

Lawrence’s “honeymoon” period with Frieda had not been 

untroubled by his past. “What he thought of as his marriage began 

on 24 May”, according to Mark Kinkead-Weekes, and his 

“wedding night” with Frieda had been compromised by anxiety, as 

he records in his poem ‘First Morning’:
64

  
 

I could not be free 

not free myself from the past, those others –  

and our love was a confusion ... (Poems 1 165) 
 

The fact that at least one married woman had soundly rejected him 

must surely have underpinned the idealistic intensity with which 

Lawrence subsequently determined that Frieda must pass the test 

and choose him over her husband and children. A certain pride, and 

also disdain, is reflected in the accounts given of their arguments on 

the subject: “I say ‘decide what you want most, to live with me and 

share my rotten chances, or go back to security, and your children – 

decide for yourself – Choose for yourself’” (1L 421). In 

Bournemouth Lawrence had found his “dreams making 

conclusions” for him (1L 359) and in Wolfratshausen he privately 

urged the fates to do the same for Frieda: 
 

Night folk, Tuatha De Danaan, dark Gods, govern her sleep, 

Magnificent ghosts of the darkness, carry off her decision in 

sleep, 

Leave her no choice, make her lapse me-ward, make her,  

Oh Gods of the living Darkness, powers of Night.  

(Poems 1 173) 
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The conception of Mr Noon 

Mr Noon is usually thought of as having been started from scratch 

in 1920, when Lawrence wrote in his diary: “Began Mr Noon” (MN 

xx). It is also reputed to have been inspired by Lawrence’s friend 

George Neville, who twice made girls pregnant out of wedlock. The 

novel’s significance as a relic of the Alice Dax affair has been 

overlooked. Its place as a Dax narrative suggests an earlier 

conception than 1920.  

Sagar has pointed out the mistake of imagining Gilbert Noon to 

be simply a portrait of George Neville, claiming that: “Gilbert, even 

as expert spooner, is very close to a character who is unmistakably 

Lawrence – Billy Brentnall in The Married Man”.
65

 Lawrence 

conceived the romantic comedy, The Married Man, in Bradnop 

when staying with Neville after the denouement of his affair with 

Alice and despite being subject to a burgeoning sense of betrayal. 

“When things get too intolerably tragic one flies to comedy, or at 

least romance – and is cured, I hope, of heavy heroics and 

Jeremiahishness”, he had previously stated when writing The 

Merry-go-Round while his mother was dying (1L 200). In Icking, in 

July 1912, in the midst of the drama over Frieda’s children, and 

under the strain of re-working Paul Morel, Lawrence again 

reported: “I am amusing myself writing a comedy” (1L 427). 

What this comedy was, he did not say. James T. Boulton 

suggests that it could have been a preliminary sketch of The Fight 

for Barbara (1L 427 n.1), though Lawrence would later claim to 

have written that over three days in October 1912 (1L 466). It is 

equally possible that what Lawrence was temporarily engaged in 

here was material for a novel. There is considerable evidence to 

suggest that what, in 1921, emerged as Mr Noon, had its origins in 

something – or various things – drafted in 1912–13, as Carl Baron 

suggests in his introduction to Neville’s memoir.
66

 Whatever 

Lawrence was working on at this time, he did not get far with it 

before setting off on a month-long walking holiday through the 

Tyrol to Italy, with Frieda. He “may conceivably have kept notes” 

on the journey, to be used in the second half of Mr Noon, Kinkead-
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Weekes has suggested, since that journey is so accurately depicted 

in that novel.
67

 Kinkead-Weekes points out that if he did then 

Lawrence was drawing comparisons between “Gilbert’s fiasco with 

Emmie” and his experience with Frieda even in 1912.
68

 Perhaps 

Lawrence had an entire collection of “notes” from which he later 

compiled Mr Noon. There is some likelihood that parts of Mr Noon 

were conceived immediately after the break with Alice, when 

Lawrence went to visit George Holderness, headmaster of the 

British School at Eakring. The chapter ‘Emmie at Eakrest’, which 

features Emmie taking refuge at the headmaster’s house while 

lessons are being conducted downstairs, is peculiarly anachronistic 

to a work supposedly imagined afresh in 1920.  

At the end of their trek, Lawrence and Frieda settled on the 

shores of Lake Garda, where news of Alice’s condition followed 

him. “Heard this morning that Mrs Dax has a daughter – both doing 

well”, he informed Ada, on 10 October (1L 461). The child was 

given the names Phyllis Maude (1L 461 n.1): names that Lawrence 

had originally chosen, back in 1908, for Alice’s first child, should 

that have turned out to be a girl (1L 52). “We’ve been most god-

damnably miserable, the pair of us, over various things from 

England”, Lawrence complained to Garnett five days later (1L 

463). There had been more than just the continuing drama of 

Frieda’s involuntary estrangement from her children to contend 

with. 

 

Inspiration 

Having finished Sons and Lovers, it was now necessary for 

Lawrence to embark on a new project. Keen to continue writing 

“purely of the common people” (1L 431), and also to experiment 

with writing in dialect, Lawrence conceived the idea of a fictional 

life of Robbie Burns, set in Derbyshire (1L 487–8).
69

 With J. G. 

Lockhart’s Life of Robert Burns (1828) before him for reference, 

Lawrence mused, “He seems a good deal like myself – nicer in 

most ways” (1L 488). There may be some significance in the fact 

that the Lockhart study was largely informed by Burns’s brother, 
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Gilbert. Burns was an inspiration, not only because of his talent for 

writing in dialect “of the common people”, but also because of his 

numerous liaisons and his illegitimate children. Alice was not the 

only wife with whom Lawrence had been consorting. There had 

also been the mysterious Mrs Davidson of Croydon, a supposed 

“widow”, whom, Neville reported, had been “friendly” to 

Lawrence, “very friendly to him”.
70

   

It has been suggested that “Mrs Davidson” might have been a 

code name for Mrs Jones, Lawrence’s landlady at numbers 12 and 

16 Colworth Road, since Neville had stated that this “widow” had 

“lodged with the Joneses”.
71

 A stronger candidate for the enigmatic 

Mrs Davidson, however, is the married woman whose domicile 

straddled the space between numbers 12 and 16: Florence Gertrude 

Culverwell at number 14. Florence was just three years older than 

Lawrence and her husband, John Willis Culverwell, like Emmie’s 

devoted and inane fiancé Walter George Whiffen in Mr Noon, was 

a bank clerk.
72

  

The narrative that Lawrence embarked upon at this time, which 

survives as the ‘Burns Novel’ fragments (LAH 201–11), has the 

Burns character, Jack Haseldine, meeting his Highland-Mary-like 

character, also called Mary, on the hills of Derbyshire and inviting 

her to a dance at Selston, the next village to Jacksdale. It was in 

Jacksdale that Lawrence, earlier in the year, had been discovered 

“kissing like nuts” with a friend of his sister to “great shocks all 

round, and much indignation” (1L 369). In the ‘Burns Novel’ there 

is a “spooning” scene at Mary’s cottage gate in Jacksdale, which is 

made tense by the anticipated arrival of Mary’s father (LAH 207–

9). There is similar scene with Emmie in Mr Noon, though in that 

work Emmie – like Alice Dax – is a far more proactive participant 

(MN 30).  

Lawrence left off writing the ‘Burns Novel’ when he found it 

“more clever than good” (1L 491). The cleverness was in the 

evocation of colloquial Derbyshire, which, Lawrence recognised, 

could be better explored as a stage play. So he began The 

Daughter-in-Law, with a plot informed by Burns’s propensity for 
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fathering children of servant girls. It depicts a “Lawrence” 

character, Luther, learning that he made Bertha pregnant shortly 

before he married Minnie. The theme is apposite, considering that 

Lawrence tended to view his current situation with Frieda as a 

marriage. That play was finished in less than two weeks, leaving 

still unresolved the question of a subject for the next novel.  

Lawrence appears to have had his Colworth Road neighbour in 

mind when he embarked on the work that has come to be known as 

‘Elsa Culverwell’ (LG 341–58). By assuming the voice of the 

female protagonist, Lawrence aimed to do his work for women 

“better than the suffrage” (1L 490). His opening volley – “My 

mother made a failure of her life. I am making a success of mine” – 

was a promising start (LG 343). That protagonist’s background was 

primarily drawn from the life of Flossie Cullen, of Eastwood, as has 

been well established (LG xxiii). There are, however, several 

parallels with the life of Florence Culverwell. Florence’s biological 

father had been a “fancy draper”, but she had been adopted, as an 

infant, by her widowed Aunt Emily, an erstwhile governess (which 

fact might also have influenced the conceptualising of Anna Lensky 

in The Rainbow). The Aunt’s new husband, Henry Moss, was a 

grocer, earlier bankrupted but now re-established on Lower 

Addiscombe Road, a short distance from Colworth Road.
73

 Mr 

Moss had since become a town councillor and member of the 

education committee.
74

  

Lawrence abandoned ‘Elsa Culverwell’, however, after twenty 

pages, under the urge to begin something more pressing. There was 

evidently something bothering him that he needed to express. “I am 

simmering a new work that I shall not tell you about, because it 

may not come off”, he told Garnett: “the thought of it fills me with 

a curious pleasure – venomous, almost. I want to get it off my 

chest” (1L 501). This is a curious statement. The “new work” was 

initially titled ‘The Insurrection of Miss Anna Houghton’ (another 

Anna, before the first name was crossed out by Lawrence). It was 

the manuscript from which The Lost Girl would ostensibly be 

drawn in 1919 (LG xxii n.21). Worthen, in his introduction to the 
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Cambridge Edition of The Lost Girl, notes that the end work bears 

so little resemblance to the description Lawrence gives of ‘The 

Insurrection’ that that manuscript must have been quite different 

(LG xxviii). It was left in Bavaria, along with various other 

fragments of manuscripts, in the summer of 1913, where it 

remained inaccessible until after the war. It was eventually 

retrieved in February 1920, by which time Lawrence had come to 

refer to it as ‘Mixed Marriage’ (3L 439).  

It is impossible at this distance, and with no extant remnant of 

the ‘Mixed Marriage’ manuscript, to work out quite what ‘The 

Insurrection of Miss Houghton’ comprised in 1913, other than, as 

Worthen has noted, to recognise that it must have had its roots in 

the general theme of The Lost Girl (LG xxviii). Even at the time of 

writing it, Lawrence was not sure where the manuscript was 

heading. “I love and adore this new book. It’s all crude as yet, like 

one of Tony’s clumsy prehistorical beasts”, he reported to Garnett, 

evoking the wild embroideries of their mutual friend, Antonia 

(Tony) Cyriax, who had been staying with the Lawrences since 

February (1L 526–7). “Her grim view of Stonehenge in purples and 

greens, with mammoths marching across Salisbury Plain under a 

lowering sky, hung for many years over Constance’s bedroom 

mantelpiece”, as Richard Garnett recalled,
75

 and Lawrence’s novel 

was apparently similarly “cumbersome and floundering” (1L 526). 

It was, he told Garnett, “so new, so really a stratum deeper than I 

think anybody has ever gone, in a novel … all analytical – quite 

unlike Sons and Lovers, not a bit visualised” (1L 526). This 

description, as Sagar has pointed out, is so unrepresentative of The 

Lost Girl that it is often taken to refer to The Rainbow.
76

 Worthen 

has noted that if ‘The Insurrection’ was as “venomous” as 

Lawrence first indicated, then it must have been more satirical than 

‘Elsa Culverwell’ (LG xxii). Yet when Lawrence described The 

Lost Girl to Catherine Carswell, as he was writing it in March 1920, 

he said it was “meant to be comic – but not satire” (3L 495). 

The full extent of the “venom”, to which Lawrence gave vent in 

1913, was evidently not transferred to The Lost Girl. What became 
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of it? If we were to scour Lawrence’s novels in quest of venom, the 

most venomous would surely have to be Part I of Mr Noon. This 

testifies to all the disdain and deeply held resentment pitted against 

those formerly closest to him, who had given Lawrence up for a 

pottage and opted for mediocrity in place of all he had to offer. The 

venom in Mr Noon is primarily directed at the sexually “sport[y]” 

(MN 19), but ultimately shallow Emmie, who opts for the bank 

clerk and his allotment garden, over the rapture proffered by 

Gilbert. With “venomous” glee Lawrence introduces the stinging 

metaphor of the Co-op. entry: 

 

Roses and rapture were good fun, but the cauliflower was the 

abiding blossom. Co-op. entries might have their thrill, but she 

was not one of those whose fanatic idealism insists on spending 

a life-time in such places. No, she would rather forfeit her 

chances of heaven than her chance of a home of her own where 

she could keep warm like a cat, and eat her cauliflower of a 

Sunday dinner. (MN 68) 

 

Mr Noon, as we know it, was drafted in 1920–21, but numerous 

scholars have pointed out its similarity to work of the 1912–13 

period. For example, Baron draws parallels between Mr Noon and 

the ‘Burns Novel’, and between Mr Noon and The Rainbow, stating 

that: 

 

My subjective impression is that the story was first drafted when 

Lawrence had schools and schoolteaching at the front of his 

mind, and that phrases, images and references are immediately 

comparable with his language in letters and other writings of 

about 1912; including the play The Married Man.
77

  

 

Kinkead-Weekes has noted that the Goddards of Mr Noon are the 

same couple who feature in ‘The Overtone’ (1912).
78

 The Willie 

Hopkin character is even wearing the same clothes in both texts. 

Noticeably, in Mr Noon, however, “the diagnosis of marital 
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limitation in the fictive couple is even more lethal”.
79

 For “lethal” 

we might read “venomous”. 

The strongest indicator of Mr Noon having an origin coincident 

with that of The Lost Girl has been signalled by Lindeth Vasey, 

who points out that The Lost Girl was drafted from the ‘Mixed 

Marriage’ manuscript retrieved on 12 February 1920 and that two 

days after that novel was finished, Lawrence wrote in his diary, 

“Began Mr Noon” (MN xx). The unfinished ‘Insurrection’ 

manuscript had been abandoned, as unpublishable, in March 1913. 

Lawrence had by then seemingly vented adequate spleen to feel 

unburdened enough to start something fresh. The new work he 

began was ‘The Sisters’, in which the “flippant”, “jeering, tone” 

was initially carried over (R xx), until Lawrence moved beyond that 

to “make it into art” (1L 550). Between the writing of ‘The Sisters’ 

drafts one and two, Lawrence returned to England for his sister’s 

wedding. Writing to advise Sallie Hopkin of his impending arrival, 

he begged her: “Don’t tell Mrs Dax I am coming, will you” (2L 41). 

He perhaps did not want to re-ignite the anger that he had recently 

got off his chest. 

 

Revising ‘Mixed Marriage’ 

After the war, when Lawrence was desperately short of money, he 

returned to his abandoned manuscripts. What had been deemed 

unpublishable in 1913, due to its moral tenor, had of necessity to be 

transformed into something “quite unexceptional, as far as the 

Censor is concerned” – the result being his novel The Lost Girl (3L 

459, emphasis in original). Intriguingly, once the spite had been 

removed from the source text that had earlier lain next to his heart, 

“love[d] and adore[d]” (1L 526), it had lost its former glow. The 

acerbic quality it once possessed seems to have been transferred to 

Mr Noon. “Probably you’ll dislike it: it is peppery”, he told 

Mountsier of Mr Noon, “I like it myself better than Lost Girl – 

much” (3L 645). 

Similarly, the language that Lawrence had formerly used to 

describe ‘The Insurrection’ was now echoed in 1920, when 
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describing Mr Noon. Where earlier he had celebrated the 

“venomous” pleasure of writing ‘The Insurrection’, he now told 

Seltzer that he got “much wicked joy” out of writing ‘Lucky Noon’ 

(3L 646). Where earlier Frieda had relished the “improper” content 

of ‘The Insurrection’ (1L 549), it was now Mr Noon that was 

“amusing but rather scandalous” (3L 639).  

We cannot be sure whether or not Mr Noon had its origins in the 

“comedy” of July 1912, or in the ‘Mixed Marriage’ manuscript, or 

in some other item that arrived in the batch of papers returned from 

Bavaria in 1920. Indeed, we cannot be certain that the collection of 

“dots” joined here has drawn an entirely coherent picture. What we 

can be certain of, however, is that Alice Dax was not a fool, that 

Enid Hilton was a true friend to both Alice and Lawrence, and that 

Lawrence was not a man to take rejection lightly. He had something 

weighing heavily on him in early 1913 and when he came to revisit 

the ‘Mixed Marriage’ manuscript that had earlier served the 

purpose of expunging his venom, he mused:  

 

I feel as if I was victualling my ship, with these damned books. 

But also, somewhere they are the crumpled wings of my soul. 

They get me free before I get myself free. I mean in my novel I 

get some sort of wings loose, before I get my feet out of Europe. 

(3L 522) 
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