
 
J∙D∙H∙L∙S 
                  Journal of D. H. Lawrence Studies 

 

 

 

Citation details 

 

Report:  A CORNISH INFLUENCE ON D. H. LAWRENCE’S  

 THE FOX 

 

Author: Stefania Michelucci 

 

Source: Journal of the D. H. Lawrence Society, vol. 4.3 (2017) 

 

Pages: 153‒60 

 

Copyright: individual author and the D. H. Lawrence Society.  

Quotations from Lawrence’s works © The Estate of Frieda 

Lawrence Ravagli. Extracts and poems from various publications 

by D. H. Lawrence reprinted by permission of Pollinger Limited 

(www.pollingerltd.com) on behalf of the Estate of Frieda Lawrence 

Ravagli. 

 

 

A Publication of the  

D. H. Lawrence Society of Great Britain 

 



Journal of D. H. Lawrence Studies, vol. 4.3 (2017) 153 

REPORT 

 

A CORNISH INFLUENCE ON D. H. LAWRENCE’S  

THE FOX 

 

STEFANIA MICHELUCCI 

 

 

 

Lawrence’s novelettes 

 

Between October and December 1921, before departing on a 

journey around the world (Ceylon, Australia, America, back to 

Europe), Lawrence rewrote three stories and called the new 

versions – The Captain’s Doll, The Fox, The Ladybird – 

“novelettes”. They were published together in a single volume: first 

in London by Martin Secker in March 1923 with the title The 

Ladybird, The Fox, The Captain’s Doll and then in New York, the 

following month, by Thomas Seltzer, under the title, The Captain’s 

Doll: Three Novelettes. The volume received a good, if not 

enthusiastic, response from critics both in Europe and the USA, 

legitimating the author’s claim to Seltzer that it “will, I think, make 

a really interesting book – perhaps even a real seller” (4L 157).  

 The Fox begins with the description of the daily existence of two 

women, March and Banford, who try their best to run a farm during 

the last years of World War I. Despite the hardships of manual 

work (for which their middle-class background has not prepared 

them) and the whims of nature, which affect the ability of fowls to 

thrive at Bailey Farm, they insist in carrying on this project, which 

also involves social isolation. The economic difficulties of the two 

women are described in a precise and realistic way, as are the 

physical conditions of the animals they husband. Their life is 

further complicated by the raids of a fox, “a demon” whose attacks 

from the wild wood “exasperated them both” (Fox 9). This careful 

account of English farming life at the beginning of the twentieth 
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century is transformed, however, when March’s eyes suddenly meet 

those of the fox; from this point, the written style becomes 

increasingly subtle and impressionistic, revealing the turmoil of 

hidden emotions. March is “spell-bound” by the fox (Fox 10), 

whom she has previously regarded as an enemy, and a possible 

prey; he exerts a hypnotic effect, as if by staring into her eyes, he 

has left an impression on her consciousness that she can neither get 

rid of nor explain verbally.  

 March’s first contact with the “otherness” of nature 

simultaneously frightens and strongly attracts her; she experiences 

it as something voluptuous and exciting, feeling that “She could at 

last lapse into the odour of the fox” (Fox 18). Her encounter with 

the fox opens up a world which does not belong to the dimension of 

the visible and which resonates with the anthropological studies (by 

Frazer, Harrison and Durkheim) that Lawrence knew well when he 

wrote the story.1 The fox represents the unknown, the wild aspect 

of nature, and also hidden sexual desire: for Doris Lessing 

signifying “What is forbidden, the man, men, the masculine itself”.2 

All these aspects are there, of course, but there is also something 

more that hints at the discovery of an ancient world that March 

cannot reveal or share with the other characters in the story: under 

“the old spell of the fox” she feels “much too old for her years” 

(Fox 12).  

 March’s experience in some ways resembles a longing for a pre-

Christian, mythological past, when all nature might be felt to be full 

of magic and human beings could believe themselves to be part of 

it, and which Lawrence himself experienced during his stay in 

Cornwall. Arriving in Porthcothan he wrote that “One can … feel 

the world as it was in that flicker of pre-Christian celtic civilisation, 

when humanity was really young” (2L 495), and later from Zennor 

that “Either one is bewitched, or something. But this seems like a 

magic country with invisible walls, and one is kept in it by 

enchantment” (3L 45). Significantly, the male protagonist of the 

story is young: often described as “the boy” or “the youth”, Henry 

has yet to become a man. He seems to have appeared from 
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nowhere, magically, like the fox: he walks into the house one 

evening, penetrating the lives of the women and subtly destroying 

the balance between them. Indeed, “to March he was the fox” (Fox 

14), as if the animal were the totem of the young man, his ancient 

ego, his hidden, wild, mysterious identity: an idea that Lawrence 

would have encountered in Frazer.  

 Henry soon conceives the idea – although at first he feels 

“uncertain” (Fox 23) – of settling down on the farm and marrying 

March, who feels an inescapable attraction for both the man and the 

fox. A resolution of her inner conflict is violently imposed when the 

young man kills the animal. The episode is very revealing as it 

happens at night, when the young soldier is hunting out of anger 

and frustration (he cannot sleep or stay inside after hearing the bad 

things Banford has been saying about him) and afterwards March 

dreams that Banford is dead. From now on the fight between 

Banford and Henry for the territory and for the contended prey 

(March) becomes fiercer and fiercer: hate and anger, as well as 

blind egoism, permeate human relationships after the disappearance 

of the fox. This struggle ends with Banford’s death and the vague 

prospect of a future together for March and Henry in a far away 

land (Canada). But the story leaves them uncertain, sadly isolated 

(there is hardly any verbal or bodily communication between them), 

“sitting in a niche of the high wild cliffs of west Cornwall, looking 

over the westward sea” (Fox 70). As I have written elsewhere, there 

may be resonances here with Lawrence’s own experiences of 

feeling isolated in Cornwall during the war, and looking to 

America, but in addition there is another specific Cornish influence 

on The Fox that I will explore next.3 

 

Tremedda Farm 

 

Dieter Mehl notes that Lawrence based the characters March and 

Banford on the two farm girls, Cecily Lambert and Violet Monk, 

and Bailey Farm on Grimsbury Farm near Hermitage in Berkshire 

(Fox 233‒4).4 Lawrence first met Lambert in early 1918, during his 
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stay in Margaret Radford’s cottage in Hermitage from December 

1917 to May 1918 (3L 378 n. 2). But another possible source of 

inspiration is the story of Elsie Pilcher and Maurice Griggs, 

recounted by their daughter Alison Symons in her book Tremedda 

Days: A View of Zennor, 1900‒1940 (1992).  

 Tremedda Days offers a realistic, detailed account of life at 

Tremedda Farm in Cornwall, a life completely immersed in nature 

and longed for nostalgically by the author, a life destined to be 

swept away by the inescapable spread of mechanisation.5 

Significantly, Tremedda was a neighbouring farm to Higher 

Tregerthen where Lawrence and Frieda lived, and Lawrence’s 

letters refer to both Elsie and her farm. In September 1916 he wrote 

that: “Miss Pilcher, of Tremeader [sic] – you know, the next farm – 

was thrown out her trap, her pony bolted, her trap smashed up, on 

Saturday, going to St. Ives. She was not much hurt, but a great 

sensation in the parish” (2L 652).6 The narrative of Tremedda Days 

reveals that Elsie was more generally “a great sensation” in Zennor. 

 Elsie Pilcher, a girl in her twenties when she “found herself 

living in St. Ives” during the early 1910s, came from an upper-

middle-class family, had a university education, but became very 

interested in farming.7 In fact, Elsie was the step-daughter of 

Thomas Millie Dow, a Scottish artist, who moved to St Ives in 

1897, taking over Talland House from Leslie Stephens (father of 

Virginia Woolf and Vanessa Bell); the Stephens had kept several 

animals at Talland House, including a cow, often a calf, a couple of 

horses and goats, and this “sparked a burning desire [in Elsie] to 

start farming in her own right”.8 With great determination she 

overcame her step-father’s opposition, but he insisted that an older 

lady of Italian origin, Alma Amici Grossi (Amicci in the book), 

chaperoned her in this “unladylike” adventure.9 In the long run, 

Alma became increasingly possessive of her charge and strongly 

opposed her marriage to Maurice Griggs, a local young cowman. 

As their daughter records: “On returning home when the war ended, 

Maurice Griggs went to work for my mother again and started 

courting her. Alma was terribly jealous every time Maurice walked 
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into the room, she rose and went out”.10 The couple even thought of 

moving to Canada to escape the persecution of Alma and Elsie’s 

family, but they finally married in Zennor parish church in 1920 

and settled in Cornwall. As their daughter reflects: “It must have 

caused quite a stir and given much scope for gossip in the parish of 

Zennor to find a single, well-brought-up young lady of means 

farming in their midst, a thing quite unheard of in those days”.11 

Since Lawrence knew of Elsie and he continued to correspond with 

mutual acquaintances in Zennor after his enforced departure, it 

seems likely that they would have relayed this “gossip”. 

 We do not know the exact nature of the relationship between 

Elsie and Alma: was it a strong female friendship or a sort of 

mother-daughter relationship, as Alma was older than Elsie, or was 

it something more? The author of Tremedda Days does not delve 

deeper in the matter. What is known is that Alma strongly opposed 

Elsie’s marriage, as in The Fox, where Banford cannot stand the 

idea that March is going to marry and so she fiercely defends her 

territory and relentlessly fights to conquer March till her death. 

Lawrence would have been intrigued and fascinated by the story of 

his unconventional neighbour, especially at the time of the First 

World War when Europe and the values of Western culture were 

falling apart and he himself was looking for a sort of refuge, a way 

out, “Rananim”, an “Isle of the Blest, here on earth” (3L 90). Elsie 

was similarly inclined to give up the world of convention, without a 

care for her middle-class background and education, and go back to 

the magic beauty of Nature, which in Cornwall was still alive. 

However, farming and Cornish life was not always idyllic, as 

Lawrence knew; his awareness of the harsh daily realities of 

endurance adds darkness and lack of hope to The Fox. 

 The decision of March and Banford, too, to take “the farm 

together, intending to work it all by themselves” (Fox 7) is a way of 

isolating themselves from a world falling apart, although eventually 

the life on the farm turns out to be utterly different from what they 

had expected: “we had a better opinion of the nature of fowls then, 

than we have now” (Fox 18). Fowls also played a very important 
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part in the family’s life at Tremedda; the book’s illustrations show 

that they were everywhere, crowding the farm’s outer yard, 

surrounding the house, and swimming on the duck pond.12 A 

section in the book, titled the ‘Enemies of the Poultry’, begins with 

the line: “The poultry had their enemies, and of these, the fox was 

by far the worst ... Foxes ... were a real menace”.13 

 Although there is no evidence that Lawrence visited Tremedda, 

he had much in common with his neighbour Elsie, who was a 

“great sensation in the parish” (2L 652), as he was himself. Like 

him, she had travelled to Italy, spoke some Italian, and had been 

restoring the house in the Italian fashion. Her house was full of 

precious objects, including “a blue and white china Della Robbia, 

one of my mother’s Italian treasures”, paintings on the wall, 

beautiful Italian and French plates and dishes, a grand piano and a 

gramophone, evoking Banford’s sitting room, which, in the story, 

turns into an extension, a surrogate of her identity (Fox, 27‒8, 42).14 

 Lawrence and Elsie also shared friends. A reference to the name 

“Berryman” in The Fox provides a further possible link between 

them. In the story, “Captain Berryman” is Henry’s commanding 

officer – “Cornish like [Henry] himself” (Fox 59) – and, as noted in 

the Cambridge Edition, Berryman was “the name of the shopkeeper 

in Zennor, Katie Berryman, whom the Lawrences knew well” (Fox 

244). She appears in Frieda’s autobiographical text, Not I but the 

Wind...., described as “our standby and friend”.15 In his letters, 

Lawrence calls Katie “a great dear” (2L 632) and mentions a Tom 

Berryman – “A relative (perhaps the husband) of Katie Berryman” 

(2L 624 n. 1). Tom Berryman also appears in Symons’s book as 

someone who helped Elsie with a variety of farm work: “During the 

First World War my mother had a very flighty cob called Sarah. 

She asked Tom Berryman to sow and harrow-in some grass seed up 

at Carn on top of the hill, using Sarah. She told him to go quietly 

and not drive her too hard”.16  

 Through Katie Berryman, Stanley Hocking, Irene Whittley, 

Cecil Gray and possibly others, with whom the Lawrences kept in 

touch after leaving Cornwall, they might have heard more about 
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Elsie Pilcher and Maurice Griggs. In the final part of Tremedda 

Days, Symons briefly mentions the English writer and his German 

wife, who “lived for a while, during the First Wold War in one of 

the cottages near Tremedda”. She also produces the crucial 

evidence that: 

 

My mother [Elsie Pilcher] knew him slightly but did not take to 

him very well. Hilda Jelbert from Carnellow [the Lawrences’ 

fourteen-year-old maid] ... thought him [Lawrence] moody and 

sarcastic. She found the German wife who was ‘jokey, stout and 

fair’, much nicer ... The locals thought D. H. Lawrence and his 

wife were spies and that they signalled to German submarines at 

sea. My mother’s explanation was that Lawrence was asthmatic 

and in order to get enough air into his lungs, he opened his sea-

facing window and the black-out curtains, thus showing a 

forbidden light, a strict black-out being in force at that time ...  

On being asked her opinion of D. H. Lawrence, Granny 

[Maurice Griggs’s mother] replied that many people disliked 

him but she always found him a gentleman. My father inherited 

this virtue of Granny’s of never speaking ill of anybody.17  

 

If both Elsie Pilcher and Maurice Griggs’s mother knew D. H. 

Lawrence, then presumably he knew them too. 
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