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Dollie Radford (1858-1920) – poet, socialist, model wife and 
mother – is a fascinating figure, although she is not well known by 
readers of Lawrence. For five years (1915-1920) both D. H. 
Lawrence and Frieda cultivated her close friendship; she was an 
appealing maternal figure to both of them. The three documents 
that are newly published here (1416a, 1854a, and 1870a) express 
Lawrence’s affection for a woman whose life deserves to be better 
known. Compared to close friends such as Sallie Hopkin, 
Constance Garnett, Mary Cannan, Lady Ottoline Morrell, Lady 
Cynthia Asquith, and Rosalind Baynes, all of whom figure notably 
in Lawrence’s biography of the years 1915-1920, Dollie Radford 
remains in the shadows.   

Lawrence may have met Ernest and Dollie Radford as early as 
December 1909, when Lawrence recited some poems at the home 
of the Rhymers’ Club co-founder, Ernest Rhys, and his wife, Grace. 
To Louisa Burrows on 11 December 1909, he writes, “Next week I 
am going up to Grace Rhys to meet various poetry people. I am to 
take some of my unpublished verses to read” (1L 147). Ernest Rhys 
describes a gathering at his home where Lawrence read his poems; 
he’d been brought by Ford Madox Hueffer (later Ford), then editor 
of the English Review.1 Lawrence mentions both couples in a letter 
to Ernest Collings in 1912, querying, “Do you know the Radfords 
and the Rhys [sic] – folk like them?  They are so nice” (1L 491).   

But the close friendship between Dollie and the Lawrences 
developed later. In January 1915, the Lawrences moved to 
Greatham, in Pulborough, Sussex, where Viola Meynell had lent 
them her cottage, Shed Hall, rent-free, at a time of severe penury 
for the Lawrences. Another Meynell sister, Madeline, had lent her 
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nearby cottage to Dollie Radford shortly before Easter that year, 
and Dollie arrived first in March 1915; the cottage was later used 
by Dollie’s daughter, Margaret, and the writer Eleanor Farjeon; 
Dollie occasionally joined them. In a letter to her son Maitland, 
Dollie describes Lawrence as “a sweet man—so simple and kind, 
touchingly childlike, & brim full of sensibility & perception”. She 
revels in his “delightful literary company”.2 Lawrence offered her 
intellectual companionship at a time when Dollie’s husband, the 
poet Ernest Radford, was struggling with mental illness and 
required much of her free time. 
 
Dollie and Ernest 
Caroline “Dollie” Maitland, the daughter of a West End tailor, was 
born on 3 December 1858 in Worcester, England. According to her 
granddaughter, Ann Radford MacEwen, her early life was unstable, 
for her mother died when she was ten and financial difficulties 
forced frequent moves. Four of her five siblings died in childhood, 
and the relationship between her father and her stepmother was 
chaotic.3 She went to school in Malvern and attended Queens 
College in London. Her early poems, written between 1873 and 
1875, are held with her papers at the William Andrews Clark 
Library at UCLA.4 In 1883, she published nine poems in the radical 
magazine, Progress; her choice of magazine illustrates her early 
political orientation.5 Among her friends were politically active 
thinkers such as Amy Levy, the Black sisters – Clementina, Grace, 
and Constance (who later married Edward Garnett) – and Eleanor 
Marx, the daughter of Karl Marx. Dollie was a frequent visitor in 
the Marx household for several years, sharing literary and theatrical 
interests and helping the family during both the illness and death of 
Mrs Marx in 1881 and Eleanor’s nervous breakdown in 1882.6 
Dollie met Ernest Radford in 1880 in the Reading Room of the 
British Museum;7 Karl Marx, in a letter to his daughter, Jenny, on 
11 April 1881, describes how the relationship developed: “For 
Tussy [Eleanor] has discovered a new Wunderkind … a certain 
Radford; this youth is already a barrister at law, but despises the jus 
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[law] … an intelligent and somewhat promising boy. Well, this is 
the point of the story—Dolly Maitland pays fearful court to him so 
that mother and Tussy are signalling to each other all through 
supper”.8  

Given her limited circumstances, it is not surprising that Dollie 
would pursue Ernest Radford, whose professional status and stable 
family background would have made him appealing. In 1883 they 
married at Sudbury-on-Thames and, in time, had three children, 
Maitland (b. 1884), Hester (b. 1887), and Margaret (b. 1889). 
Ernest, renouncing a legal career, lectured and wrote on art and 
architectural history, reviewed exhibitions, and composed poetry. 
He was a member of the Rhymers’ Club and was drawn into the 
Arts and Crafts Movement, becoming Secretary to the Arts and 
Crafts Exhibition Society, responsible for organizing its 1888 
exhibition at a salary of £150 annually.9 His friendship with 
William Morris, whose political beliefs he shared, further expanded 
his interests in the arts and led to his membership in the Socialist 
League, founded in 1885 by Morris and others.10 As LeeAnne 
Richardson observes about the Radfords: “Their actions, singly and 
as a couple, reveal their liberal views on class issues, on religion, 
on vegetarianism, on sexuality, on literature, and on the ultra-
nationalist sentiment inspired by World War I”.11 The Radfords’ 
married life was, however, marred by Ernest’s mental illness – in 
1892 came his first breakdown from which he never fully 
recovered, and his subsequent problems required Dollie’s attention 
until he died in 1919.   

His mental condition dealt a financial blow to the family, writes 
Ruth Livesey, “leaving the couple (and their three children) to 
scrape a living from writing and the goodwill of their extended 
families”.12 One observer found Dollie “hopelessly impractical in 
business matters”.13 Yet what contemporaries remember is Dollie’s 
generosity as an individual and as a hostess, in spite of her family’s 
penury.   

Ernest and Dollie’s move from Bloomsbury to Hammersmith (in 
order to live near Morris) physically represents their shifting 
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political and literary allegiance. Dollie’s diaries, kept sporadically 
from 1883 to 1900, capture particularly her developing interest in 
and struggle with socialism. Ruth Livesey documents her political 
thinking, her membership in the Fabian Society and in William 
Morris’s Socialist League, and their combined influence on her 
writing as she struggled to craft her poetry within the demands of 
scientific socialism.14  

According to David Garnett, whom the Lawrences met in 1912, 
the Radford household was a lively and congenial place. The whole 
family had literary and artistic friends. Seldom, he adds, did the 
family eat a meal “without laying one or two extra places for 
friends who had dropped by or had to stay on because they were in 
the middle of an aesthetic discussion which could not be 
interrupted”.15 Garnett remembers Dollie as being small, “with 
pretty brown eyes and short, curly brown hair … her gay silliness 
was one of her chief charms … it was almost always mixed with so 
much fancy, such sudden spurts of imagination, and so qualified by 
little gusts of laughter at herself that one would have had to be a 
very hard-hearted and humourless person to resist her”.16 By 
contrast, Ernest, after the onset of his illness, “was a heavy, tired 
man, rather corpulent, going bald and with a noble forehead. 
Usually he seemed only half-awake, and most visitors must have 
thought him unconscious of the sparkling conversation and bursts 
of laughter going on all around him”.17 Yet Garnett also recognised 
the brilliance that Ernest once had possessed. 

Given her remarkable blend of qualities, Dollie Radford would 
have reminded Lawrence of Sallie Hopkin, his close Eastwood 
friend who, along with her husband William, much influenced his 
adolescent social and political views. Both women were mothers 
married to men who cultivated radical views. Both were active 
Socialists who for many years attended political meetings. Both, in 
different ways, became surrogate maternal figures for Lawrence. 
Both welcomed Lawrence and Frieda to their homes at a time when 
many doors had closed to them.  
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Dollie and Lawrence 
Dollie’s friendship came at a critical moment for the Lawrences, 
who in the early years of World War I, beset by their poverty and 
by Frieda’s status as a German, endured numerous stresses. The 
thirty letters exchanged between Dollie and the Lawrences reveal 
her charm and hospitality as well as her literary interests. Lawrence 
critiqued her poetry and her drama, offering gentle criticism and 
encouragement. In 1915 he commented on her play, The Ransom, 
which both he and Frieda had read: “I like the last act the best … I 
wish you could have made the Margery a sterner, more aloof, more 
completely abstract or generalised figure” (2L 316). In 1916 he 
wrote about her poems, “They make me think of the small birds in 
the twilight, whistling brief little notes, but so clear” (2L 515).18 
When the Lawrences visited London, they often stayed in Dollie’s 
small house overlooking Hampstead Heath; she introduced them to 
a wider circle of friends, including writers Eleanor Farjeon, Herbert 
and Joan Farjeon, and of course, her children, particularly Maitland, 
expansive and cultured, and Margaret, with whom, at Chapel Farm 
Cottage in Berkshire, the Lawrences later stayed. 

Dollie’s staunch support came in various forms. In addition to 
providing housing in London, she sometimes lent the Lawrences 
her Chapel Farm Cottage. When The Rainbow was suppressed in 
1915, Lawrence asked her to help mobilize support against its 
suppression. More importantly, she sent her son, a medical doctor, 
to examine Lawrence when he fell ill in Cornwall in January 1916. 
Later she sent the Lawrences’ furniture to them after they settled in 
Higher Tregerthen; in August 1916 she visited them there.  
Lawrence often recognised her significance: “You are a very great 
tower of strength for us there in London”, he wrote in March 1917: 
“the place would be a howling waste of terrors but for you and your 
sheltering roof” (3L 107). During the difficult war years, she 
provided both physical protection and emotional security. After her 
death, she was replaced by Achsah Brewster as the devoted, loyal, 
artistic figure he especially liked.  
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From April 1915 until August 1917, Dollie and Lawrence 
regularly exchanged letters, often every month. The three new 
pieces of correspondence from Lawrence to Dollie, included in this 
volume, add useful details that enhance the thirty extant letters 
published in volumes 2 and 3 of the Cambridge Letters.19 The first 
piece, Lawrence’s letter dated 15 May 1917 (1416a), fills a gap in 
the 1917 letters and illustrates Lawrence’s most concise style. He 
answers questions raised in previous letters, about returning the 
manuscript of the ‘Reality of Peace’ articles that he had sent her 
and his delayed attempt to purchase furniture for her at sales in St. 
Ives. While Dollie’s shipment of Herbert Watson’s desk reminds 
him of death (Watson had been killed in 1917), the letter also 
characterizes the fresh spring landscape of Cornwall and includes 
the inimitable sentence: “It is very lovely, such universal flame of 
gorse and white fume of blackthorn”. As a whole, the letters from 
this period reflect his intimate friendship with Dollie, which 
included long visits to her house in London and to her Berkshire 
cottage, which she purchased in late 1916.20  

The two postcards (1854a and 1870a) are just as interesting, 
both because of their content and because they are the last known 
communications to Dollie. Written in 1919, within two weeks of 
each other – after Lawrence had left England for Florence – the 
postcards resume a correspondence that had ceased for over two 
years (his previous published letter to her is dated 29 August 1917); 
it ceased perhaps because he and Dollie frequently saw each other 
during these years. When the Lawrences were expelled from 
Cornwall on 15 October 1917, Dollie immediately took them in, 
and they stayed at her home at 32 Well Walk, Hampstead, for a few 
days until they could arrange other accommodation.21 The 
Lawrences stayed at her Chapel Farm Cottage on a number of 
occasions (December 1917-May 1918, October-November 1918, 
April-July 1919), although they had to go elsewhere when the 
Radfords or their unmarried daughter Margaret wanted to stay in 
the cottage. Lawrence cruelly wrote to Koteliansky on 25 February 
1918, “Tomorrow Dollie Radford comes here with the madman, so 
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we go to rooms in the village” (3L 218), and again on 30 June 1919, 
he wrote complaining that “The Radfords, with stinking impudence, 
having let us this cottage, want us to clear out by July 25th, so then 
we shall have nowhere to go” (3L 367). Lawrence may have 
overreacted, but the warm relationship between the Lawrences and 
the Radfords was temporarily strained. Mark Kinkead-Weekes 
astutely notes that “it was precisely her loyalty that he loved, 
respected and benefited from; and the irritation soon worked off”.22  

The first postcard, postmarked 24 November 1919, offers a 
splendid assessment of Dollie’s character, using an intriguing 
observation: “Florence is very beautiful, still, and reminds me often 
of you. At last I realise the Cinquecento quality in you”. 
Cinquecento, the artistic movement of sixteenth-century Italy, 
employs chiaroscuro, the manipulation of light and darkness, and 
sfumato, in which overlays of translucent layers of color create 
perceptions of depth, volume, and form.  In this lovely comment, 
Lawrence assesses the multiple layers of Dollie’s character and 
encapsulates her own Renaissance nature.  

The second postcard, of 6 December 1919, though promising 
letters that were not written (or have not survived), contains a 
highly appreciative Italian phrase: “E vero, siamo amici” [Truly, we 
are friends], perhaps reaffirming a comment Dollie made in a letter. 
This testament to their friendship underscores their bond. Even so, 
on 9 January 1920, Lawrence wrote to Cecily Lambert (a Chapel 
Farm neighbour), “Margaret and her mother wrote so sweetly: but 
too late” (3L 449). Perhaps the Radfords had offered their cottage 
again, but by this time the Lawrences had gone south, first to 
Picinisco, and later to Capri and Sicily. Dollie’s death came one 
month later on 7 February 1920; she was sixty-one, having outlived 
her husband by only a year.  

Dollie Radford provided both Lawrence and Frieda with 
warmth, congeniality, acceptance, and the freedom to be them-
selves. The three new documents published here illuminate the kind 
of friendship Lawrence preferred. His portrait of Dollie in 
Kangaroo, written just two-and-a-half years later, seizes upon both 
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her bewilderment and her valour. She is muse, friend, comrade, 
maternal figure, all in one. In the autobiographical ‘Nightmare’ 
chapter, Lawrence describes why the Somerses turn to Mrs 
Redburn:   

 
He had written to a staunch friend, and asked her to wire if she 
would receive them for a day or two. She wired that she would. 
So they went to her house. She was a little delicate lady who 
reminded Somers of his mother, though she was younger than 
his mother would have been. She and her husband had been 
friends of William Morris in those busy days of incipient 
Fabianism. Now her husband was sick, and she lived with him 
and a nurse and her grown–up daughter in a little old house in 
Hampstead. 

 
Mrs. Redburn hesitated to received the tainted couple: “she was 
bewildered: and she was frightened”, yet she possessed “pluck” (K 
247). The allusion to Dollie Radford is unmistakable. In this 
passage Lawrence pays Dollie a final compliment: “Both Richard 
and Harriett loved her. He had pledged himself, in some queer way, 
to keep a place in his heart for her forever, even when she was 
dead. Which he did” (K 248). Imaginative, loyal, and kind, Dollie 
Radford will be remembered as a fine poet of liberal views, 
valiantly raising her children in the chill of her husband’s 
breakdown, and inspiring generosity and appreciation in all who 
knew her. It is to her that Lawrence wrote some of his warmest 
letters. 
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