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“‘… There’s another bloke there like yo’, our Brian—allus 
reading. He showed me the book, but I don’t remember what it 
was called. He said somebody from Eastwood wrote it. There’s 
a picture of him on the back, with a beard.’” 1 

 
This short passage from Alan Sillitoe’s novel The Open Door, 
published in 1989, provides a useful introduction to a discussion of 
the ways in which East Midlands writers have responded to D. H. 
Lawrence over the years since his death in 1930. Sillitoe’s novel is 
set in 1950, and its central character is Brian Seaton, older brother 
of the Arthur Seaton of Saturday Night and Sunday Morning, which 
Sillitoe published over thirty years earlier, in 1958. Brian has 
developed a taste for reading and wants to be a writer, and one day 
his mother comes home from the hospital where she works and tells 
him about the bookish patient. Brian has no idea who the bearded 
author from Eastwood might be, but he finds out a few days later, 
when he buys a second-hand copy of what is clearly the 1949 
Penguin edition of The Rainbow (1915) and sees the photo—“with 
a beard, and born at Eastwood”—of the author on the back. “‘Read 
this’”, the second-hand book seller tells Brian, “‘and you’ll never 
look back’”; he goes on to say,  however, “‘As soon as you stop 
writing like him you might get somewhere.’”; and he remarks to 
another customer, “‘This chap writes novels, the next D. H. 
Lawrence, if he’s not careful …’”2 Reading The Rainbow might 
prove to be a life-changing experience for Brian, but even as he 
discovers Lawrence, he receives a warning that he should not 
model himself too closely on his Nottinghamshire predecessor. 

This ambivalent image of Lawrence as both a role model and as 
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a potentially damaging influence on Brian’s writing recurs more 
than once in The Open Door. In the scene I have just mentioned, 
the bookseller suggests that Brian should read Samuel Butler, 
another local writer, commenting that at least Butler’s The Way of 
All Flesh (1903) is not “‘… all piss and wind like a lot of D. H. 
Lawrence’”3, so that he might, by implication, offer a kind of 
balance to the Lawrentian effect. At a later meeting of a writing 
group, when Lawrence’s novella St. Mawr (1925) is mentioned, 
Brian himself remarks that “his blacksmith grandfather would have 
known how to deal with the bloody horse”4: but when he goes on to 
read aloud his own story about his blacksmith grandfather, another 
member of the group comments “‘You certainly brought the old 
chap to life for me, though it’s got too much D. H. Lawrence. 
You’ll have to get rid of that bloody nuisance, for a start’”.5 

“Getting rid of that bloody nuisance” is a possible alternative 
title for this article, but it would underplay the complexity of the 
material, largely because, for Sillitoe, as for many other local 
writers, Lawrence offers a two-fold example. On the one hand, 
there are matters of setting, subject, theme and prose style, where 
Lawrence might appear to have established a kind of template for 
writing about working-class life in the Midlands, one that 
subsequent writers would have to make a self-conscious effort not 
to copy. In Harold Bloom’s terms, Lawrence might function as a 
strong precursor, and as Lawrence himself put it, in a letter written 
in 1913, “We have to hate our immediate predecessors, to get free 
from their authority” (1L 509).6 Those predecessors may be the 
inspiration for following a literary career, but if writers allow 
themselves to be too strongly influenced, even by an admired 
forerunner, the result could be that their own voice becomes 
muffled or drowned. At the same time, however, Lawrence offers 
aspiring working-class writers from the Midlands another, and 
more positive model—that of becoming a writer at all. As he said to 
Jessie Chambers when she expressed her delight at his 
announcement that he would like to become a poet: “‘Ah, you say 
that,’ he replied. ‘But what will the others say? That I’m a fool. A 
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collier’s son a poet!’”7 That Lawrence made that transition, from a 
miner’s home in Eastwood to become an internationally known and 
acclaimed writer, is just one of the extraordinary dimensions of his 
career, and one that would offer encouragement to would-be writers 
from a similar background. 
 
I. 
The outcome of the ambivalent model presented by Lawrence’s 
achievement can be felt in a number of Midlands writers of the 
1930s. As Andy Croft has pointed out, by that decade “for any 
aspiring working class writer, particularly a miner, and particularly 
one from the East Midlands, Lawrence’s example was 
unavoidable”.8 Lawrence’s seemingly undisputed possession of a 
region and its industry, and perhaps too of the literary 
representation of social mobility, produced in some writers who 
began their working lives as miners, an anxiety about Lawrence’s 
potential influence on their work. His compelling example and the 
struggle against it is often apparent in the structure and texture of 
their fiction, as they attempt to break the patterns he offered. It is 
difficult to believe, for instance, that the following passage was not 
written under the influence of the early pages of Sons and Lovers: 
 

I was born in a colliery company’s house in a small mining 
town in Nottinghamshire. The house was one of a long row, all 
exactly alike. The front door faced another row of “company” 
houses just the same as ours; but where the people in the other 
row had a view from the back which included green fields, we 
looked out on to a row of ash-pits. If one moved to the side of 
the window it was possible to see a little further between the 
ash-pits to where the pit head-gear stood … When it rained the 
alley between the ash-pits became a bog and I was not allowed 
to go out. When it was hot in the summer the stench from the 
ash-pits would make me sick and I didn’t want to go out.9 

 
This is taken not from a novel but from Coal Miner, a memoir by 
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G. A. W. Tomlinson, published by the Right Book Club in 1937. 
Tomlinson, who was born in Ollerton in about 1906, worked in a 
pit in Worksop, close to the Dukeries on the northern edge of 
Sherwood Forest. While unemployed in the early thirties he 
attended courses at Ashridge College in Hertfordshire, an 
institution founded by the Conservative party to produce 
individuals who would occupy a position in relation to the Tories 
similar to that occupied by the Fabian Society vis à vis the Labour 
Party. Here Tomlinson came under the influence of the College’s 
Director of Studies, the historian Arthur Bryant, who encouraged 
him to write. Tomlinson’s book is extremely hostile to socialism 
and to the Miners’ Federation, and he devotes a number of passages 
to attacking what he calls the “‘dole’ novels”, with their 
unsympathetic representation of dole officers and their impact on 
the lives of unemployed miners, as well as their insistence on 
“sordid and revolting”10 conditions in the coalfields. 

Lawrence is not identified by Tomlinson as a forerunner of the 
“dole” novelists, but he is certainly seen in Coal Miner as being 
implicated in the insistence of modern writers on what Tomlinson 
regards as the darker and dirtier aspects of life: 

 
Once I tried to read and understand the poems of D. H. 
Lawrence, who, I had been told, was the son of a miner and 
came from a mining town not far from my own birthplace. To 
me his poems were just a meaningless jumble of words for the 
most part: but here and there flashes of beauty and brilliance 
showed the little bits of yellow quartz that one sometimes sees 
glistening in the coal-face. Reading that kind of stuff made my 
head ache, but I persevered until I came across a poem of 
Lawrence’s all about “Mating Tortoises” or something. I gave 
it up after that. I was accustomed to obscene stories and filthy 
rhymes—one hears plenty of those in the pit … but the poems 
of Lawrence, possessing neither the wit of the pit rhymes, nor 
the boisterous humour of [Rabelais], made me feel sick.11   
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Tomlinson briefly acknowledges an affinity with Lawrence, in 
terms of birthplace and family background, but swiftly moves to 
reject any further connection with his strongly-worded denigration 
of Lawrence’s poetry, which he seems to feel has in some way 
failed to live up to the example Lawrence might have learned from 
his father. There might be dirt in the pit, but it is good, clean dirt.  
Nonetheless, it is hard to avoid thinking that Tomlinson, a literary-
minded young man writing in the mid-thirties, is being disingenu-
ous when he writes of Lawrence as if he had only recently become 
aware of his existence. Did he really only try to read the poetry? 
Did the person who told him about Lawrence’s poetry fail to 
mention Sons and Lovers, whose influence appears to be present in 
the opening pages of Coal Miner? 

A novel that Tomlinson would certainly have disliked is Walter 
Brierley’s Sandwichman, also published in 1937. Here, an 
engagement with Lawrence’s example, as man and writer, becomes 
part of a fictional character’s experience, much as it must have been 
for Brierley himself. Brierley was born in 1900, in Wingroves, near 
Codnor in Derbyshire, about five miles north-west of Lawrence’s 
birthplace in Eastwood. His father was an engine-winder and the 
family was relatively prosperous and respectable, active in the 
United Methodist Chapel. At the age of thirteen, Brierley went to 
work in Waingroves pit, disappointing his mother’s hopes for him 
of a career as a Co-op clerk. But he quickly became disenchanted 
with life as a miner and began to attend evening classes. After a 
serious illness during the 1926 General Strike he won a Miner’s 
Welfare Scholarship to University College, Nottingham, where he 
studied part-time from 1927 until 1931. Although he passed the 
London University Matriculation Examination, he failed another 
examination that would have allowed him to proceed to study for a 
degree. From 1931 to 1935 he was unemployed, largely, it would 
appear, because his educational aspirations had made him 
unpopular in the pit. He began writing, publishing articles and short 
stories in both local and national newspapers, and his contribution 
to a Listener series about unemployment brought further com-
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missions and contact with other writers. Brierley’s first novel 
Means-Test Man—which might be described as the paradigmatic 
“dole” novel—was published in 1935, and was well-received, 
selling six thousand copies in a year. 

The parallels with and differences from Lawrence’s experience 
are immediately striking. Brierley did not enjoy Lawrence’s early 
opportunity of a grammar school education. Extraordinarily, in 
spite of his evident intelligence and his mother’s support, the local 
elementary school teacher dissuaded him from taking an entry 
scholarship: perhaps she believed that such an education was 
irrelevant to a miner’s son. Like Lawrence in 1911-12, his life took 
a new direction after a serious illness; but he was only a part-time 
student at University College and his career there ended in relative 
failure where Lawrence’s was rather distinguished. His pursuit of 
education led to a painful separation from his own social class, but 
did not enable him to distance himself physically from his 
birthplace. Like Lawrence, however, he was fortunate in making 
some helpful contacts in the literary world, and for a while his work 
answered to a contemporary interest in working-class life, and the 
experience of unemployment. With the outbreak of war, however, 
that interest disappeared and post-war working-class writing took a 
different direction so that, unlike Lawrence, Brierley was never 
able to make his living as a full-time writer.   

A comparison of Sandwichman and Sons and Lovers reveals a 
similar pattern of correspondences and differences. Like Paul 
Morel, Arthur Gardner, Brierley’s central character, is close to his 
mother, who is ambitious for his social advancement. But he has an 
uneasy and often hostile relationship with her husband, Arthur’s 
step-father, and his half-brothers, who work in the pit, resent his 
educational aspirations and the way in which he has become 
distanced from working-class life. Sons and Lovers also dramatizes 
a father-son conflict but one that unfolds within a family context 
where a whole generation of Morel children experience social 
mobility. The conclusion of Sandwichman is more unequivocally 
negative than that of Sons and Lovers. Arthur’s hopes are in ruins: 
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his chance of higher education has disappeared, he has lost his 
girlfriend, he is unemployed and he chooses to become a tramp. In 
the last pages of the novel, in a scene very reminiscent of Paul’s last 
meeting with Miriam, he has a final encounter with his former 
fiancée: she is bound for a theatre in Nottingham, while Arthur sets 
off to spend the night in a workhouse, turning his back on the city. 
Paul Morel, at the very end of Sons and Lovers, appears to 
overcome the drift towards extinction, and summons up his 
resolution to walk towards “the faintly humming, glowing town, 
quickly” (SL 464). This conclusion may be in certain respects 
ambivalent but it holds out more hope than Arthur’s radical 
deracination, which leaves him separated from every attachment he 
has known. 

It is clear from the text of Sandwichman, which is a semi-
autobiographical novel, that Brierley was extremely conscious of 
possible parallels between his experience and Lawrence’s, or 
between Arthur’s and Paul Morel’s. Early in the novel Gardner 
takes a bus journey though Eastwood: 

 
He glanced down the street where Lawrence was born; a 
shabby street with flat-faced houses and a grimy chapel … All 
the adult students in his group at Trentingham were crazy over 
Lawrence. Nancy [Arthur’s girlfriend] was like some of the 
women in his books—well she had been lately—sex-driven out 
of all balance. She could think of nothing but the pictures on 
Saturday evenings at one time.  Now he couldn’t get her near 
… They must go and lie in the fields or prop themselves up 
against stiles and fences … 

They ran on towards Kimberley. On the right, the ‘Rainbow’ 
country spread in flats and ugly lumps up to Ilkeston on the hill. 
Lawrence doubtless roamed about here, feeling penned in by 
his existence as a student and teacher, driven or pulled to 
another expression, the real expression of himself. He felt the 
same about his pit life: it was an obstruction to his real self. He 
must get free …12 
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There are many Lawrentian elements in this passage, which Arthur 
reads, both positively and negatively, in terms of his own situation. 
There is an insistence on industrial ugliness and the sense of 
imprisonment associated with Eastwood itself, which the reference 
to The Rainbow emphasises, carrying echoes of Ursula Brangwen’s 
nightmarish vision of Wiggiston in Chapter XII of that novel (R 
320-1). This leads naturally to ideas of escape in a search for 
genuine selfhood, a freedom which, as Arthur knows, Lawrence 
was successful in achieving, but which by the end of Sandwichman 
seems to have eluded Arthur. In Arthur’s wry comments about the 
Lawrence craze at College and about Nancy’s whole-hearted 
adoption of Lawrence’s supposed ideas about sex, the passage also 
voices a determination neither to be tempted into a belief in 
Lawrence as a guide to individual behaviour, nor to misread him in 
a manner that idealises his representations of working-class life. In 
a later scene a fellow-student enthuses about pit life in supposedly 
Lawrentian terms: ‘“Stripped to the waist, your muscles not 
hampered by clothes, sweat pouring out of you—fit—you feel fit. 
It’s a real feeling, you know that you exist—you’re vivid, alive”’.13 
Arthur’s sardonic rejoinder is that his colleague has ‘“gone all 
Lawrence”’ in his enthusiasm for a romanticised version of a way 
of life that Arthur, unlike his fellow-students, has actually 
experienced and that he longs to escape.14 Throughout, the 
passage’s balanced tone, indicative of Arthur’s combination of 
identification and scepticism regarding Lawrence’s example and 
influence, is characteristic of Brierley’s novel. 

As a footnote to this discussion of Walter Brierley, the work of 
F. C. Boden is worth a brief mention. Fred Boden was a Derbyshire 
miner who published two ‘dole’ novels, Miner in 1932 and A 
Derbyshire Tragedy in 1935. The latter is a novel full of readers: 
two characters attend a WEA literature class, but leave because 
they feel patronised by the tutor. Keats, Browning and other 
Romantic or Victorian poets are the only authors mentioned by 
name, but the characters constantly think or talk about their other 
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reading. They complain about writers who claim to be socialists 
committed to social reform, but who actually know very little about 
working-class life, or who fill their novels with “sloppy love stuff 
that couldn’t happen if it tried”.15 Some of the characters, especially 
the older men, require from their reading very direct comment on 
social, economic and political issues, and feel that modern authors 
are trapped in a kind of self-preoccupation which they regard as 
selfishness. On the other hand, the younger men prefer contem-
porary writing and talk a good deal about selfhood, the core of the 
individual being, and the need for a new way of seeing the world. 
The vocabulary of some of the novel’s debates has echoes of 
Lawrence’s work, and a reading of A Derbyshire Tragedy suggests 
that although it never mentions Lawrence, it is always trembling on 
the verge of doing so.   

Another Nottinghamshire writer of the 1930s who does confront 
Lawrence directly and explicitly is Ruth Adam. She was born Ruth 
King in 1907, her father a Nottingham vicar and her mother from a 
landowning family in Co. Durham, who believed she had married 
beneath her. She attended an austere Yorkshire school for the 
daughters of clergymen, but was denied the chance given to her 
sisters of training to be a teacher. Nonetheless, she taught in an 
elementary school in Nottinghamshire in the late 1920s and early 
1930s. In 1932, she married Kenneth Adam, a journalist from 
Nottingham and moved with him successively to Manchester, 
London and Harpenden. She wrote eight novels—all very difficult 
to obtain—as well as a number of non-fiction works.  

Her novel I’m Not Complaining, published in 1938, is an 
example of another way in which the 1930s read Lawrence: in 
terms of his influence on women, either directly or through men 
who wish to seduce them. The novel is narrated by Madge Brigson, 
who teaches in an elementary school in Nottinghamshire. Her 
younger colleague Jenny is pregnant as the result of her affair with 
a married college lecturer:  

 
 “ … The conversations we used to have … proving that we 
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had a divine right to sleep with each other if we wanted to … 
and that one day everyone would be sleeping with everyone in 
quite the purest intellectual way … [T]hen, after I left college I 
could only see him occasionally and … I began to go away for 
weekends with him, without benefit of D. H. Lawrence or 
anyone else … No justification except that we wanted to.” 16 

 
Early in the relationship, Lawrence has been invoked as a high-
minded advocate of free love, offering Jenny and her lover a quasi-
mystical justification of their relationship. It seems that only after 
Jenny has escaped Lawrence’s influence and begins to regard her 
talk of free love as “‘bosh’” is the relationship revealed as 
“‘ordinary vice’”.17 But before this realisation dawns on Jenny, 
Lawrence’s legitimising presence, his benefit of clergy, is required.   

The extent to which this presence has been mediated through 
Jenny’s lecturer-lover emerges later in the conversation when she 
reveals to an exasperated Madge that she has not yet told him about 
her pregnancy: 

 
“… I can’t go moaning and begging to him for help.” 
“That’s a pose,” I said firmly. “You’ve been reading Tess of 

the D’Urbervilles. And look where it landed her. On Salisbury 
Plain with the entire flying squad to take her down to the jail-
house.” 

“Did it?” said Jenny, interested. 
“For heaven’s sake—didn’t your professor teach you any 

literature?” 
“Mostly D. H. Lawrence and people like that.” 18 

 
The presence of Lawrence in the curriculum, it seems, needs to be 
balanced by Hardy, so that students receive a suitably bracing 
antidote to the dangers of unbridled passion. And indeed, partly 
under the influence of the pragmatic and clear-sighted Madge, 
Jenny eventually frees herself entirely of Lawrence’s influence. 
When Jenny returns to school after an abortion she finds that one of 
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her pupils has supplemented her poetry book with four-letter words: 
 

“It reminds me of D. H. Lawrence,” said Jenny. “Didn’t he 
believe that we’d all be frightfully pure in mind if we’d only 
call all the bodily functions by their dictionary names?” 

“In that case Betty Hunt ought to have a mind like a clean 
white sheet.” 

“It’s unfortunate for her that I’m no longer a disciple of 
Lawrence.” Jenny grimly made a note on her blotting-pad, 
“Strap B. Hunt,” picked up the book and marched into the staff-
room. 19 

 
Jenny, it is clear, is a tougher, brisker and more determined person 
now that she has freed herself of her lover and of Lawrence’s 
pernicious influence.  
 
II. 

“D. H. Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s Lover with its working-
class hero has provoked tremendous controversy. Now from the 
Lawrence country comes a new author who might well have 
startled Lawrence himself”.20 
 

This unattributed quotation appeared on the back cover of the 1960 
Pan paperback edition of Alan Sillitoe’s Saturday Night and 
Sunday Morning. It is a film tie-in edition and on its front cover is a 
drawing of Albert Finney in the role of Arthur, while on the back 
cover there appears a still from the film showing Finney in bed with 
Rachel Roberts, who played Arthur’s older married lover. The front 
cover also carries a statement that includes a quotation from the 
Daily Telegraph review of the book: “A novel of today with a 
freshness and raw fury that ‘makes ROOM AT THE TOP look like a 
vicarage tea-party’”.21 The novel is thus presented in a mass-market 
edition that places it in relation to two other contemporary succès 
de scandales: John Braine’s Room at the Top, published in 1957 
and issued by Penguin in February 1959, about a month after the 
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release of the film adaptation, starring Laurence Harvey; and Lady 
Chatterley’s Lover, the trial and Penguin publication of which took 
place in November 1960, about a month after the première of Karel 
Reisz’s film of Sillitoe’s novel. Of the two authors with whom 
Sillitoe’s work was associated in 1960, the supposed relationship to 
Lawrence has been the more durable, both in critical comment and 
in Sillitoe’s own writing. 
     In The Broken Chariot (1998), for instance, a middle-class boy 
called Herbert Thurgarton-Strang runs away from his boarding 
school and goes to Nottingham. Here he assumes the name of Bert 
Gedling, thus exchanging one Nottinghamshire place-name 
(Thurgarton) for another, and takes a job in a factory. He begins to 
write fiction and achieves success as a working-class novelist with 
a book that sounds remarkably like Saturday Night and Sunday 
Morning. Eventually he owns up to his true identity, accepts his 
family heritage and marries a middle-class woman. Throughout the 
novel Bert, in spite of sharing Lawrence’s first name, resists 
identification with his predecessor, as in this passage about his 
relationship with his future wife. 
 

The new estate across the river caused arguments when Cecilia 
said what a shame it was there’d soon be no countryside left.  
Her complaint reminded Herbert of tedious belly-aching books 
by D. H. Lawrence and others, who wanted people to live in 
cottages without bathrooms but with the Greenwood Tree at 
hand to dance around at the weekend; while at night they read 
those same writers’ books by oil and candlelight.22 

 
Lawrence seems here to have become merged with Hardy as 
representative of writers advocating a kind of rural primitivism – 
the kind of writing that Stella Gibbons had satirised in Cold 
Comfort Farm (1932). Later, at a meeting with Humphries, his 
London publisher, Bert refers to “‘that moaning minnie D. H. 
Lawrence’”, and Humphries wonders “with a frisson what F. R. 
Leavis would say to his views on Lawrence”.23 This part of the 

PDF created with pdfFactory Pro trial version www.pdffactory.com

http://www.pdffactory.com
http://www.pdffactory.com


On Not Being DHL 
 

 

127 

novel is set in the 1950s, a time when, following the publication of 
D. H. Lawrence: Novelist in 1955, Leavis was celebrated as the 
critic who had rescued Lawrence from the relative neglect of his 
work in the post-war period. Leavis saw Lawrence as the last 
inheritor of the ‘great tradition’ of English fiction and emphasized 
the normative, life-enhancing aspects of his work. In such a 
context, Humphries derives excitement from Bert’s subversively 
negative characterization of Lawrence, and his challenge to the 
writer’s centrality and authority. 

For another of Sillitoe’s characters, however, discussing 
Lawrence is a liberating experience. In Her Victory (1982) Pam, 
discontented with her marriage to a builder in a Midlands city, 
attends WEA literature classes. A fellow-student accuses Lawrence 
of being “an Edwardian snob who in fact hated the workers, … a 
writer whose views were not to be trusted because he made the 
working people out to be far worse than they were, and totally 
ignored their proletarian virtues, not to mention their revolutionary 
potential”. Pam, incensed and drawing on her own experience, is 
then driven to speak in the class for the first time: “‘You can’t talk 
like that about “the workers”. They all behave differently. Some are 
good and work hard, others are skivers and don’t. Lawrence’s 
opinion is as good as anyone else’s. So is mine, I suppose, and 
yours as well. I only know my own family, and my husband’s, and I 
never saw any revolutionary potential in them’”. This is not 
precisely a defence of Lawrence, but it is an attempt to protect him 
from half-baked political notions. And having spoken up in this 
way, Pam knows that now she “would speak again whenever she 
felt like it”.24 

The more general experience of the characters in Sillitoe’s 
novels, however, is to be dissatisfied or suspicious of Lawrence and 
what he can offer them. Frank Dawley in The Death of William 
Posters (1965) has thrown Lady Chatterley’s Lover on the fire “in 
anger and disappointment”.25 In the novel’s sequel, A Tree on Fire 
(1967), a young woman, Mandy, reflects: “… what do I want to do 
with my life? I’m eighteen already and might be dead before I’m 
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twenty-two. It’s all right reading Huxley and Lawrence … and 
brooding in my room over their slow-winded lies, but I suppose one 
day I’d better make up my mind and do something”.26 Mandy’s 
boy-friend, Ralph, who comes from landed gentry and has studied 
English at Cambridge, later says to her: “‘You’ve been reading too 
much Lawrence, I suppose. That sort of thing actually stops you 
getting to know somebody, blinds you to everything about a 
person’”.27 In another scene, Ralph walks alone in the countryside, 
and specifically rejects the view of life held by Lawrence and other 
early twentieth century writers:  

 
… the false crap of Lawrence and Powys and Williamson, the 
‘I am a wild beast but still very sensitive school because my 
father was a bastard to my mother’ or ‘the cream of my 
generation was killed in Flanders and Libya’ – as they sat in 
warm cottages or Hampstead flats. Thank God that sort of thing 
is dead, which meant to say he hoped it was and was convinced 
it ought to be but was by no means sure. England being 
England and all the things it was.28 

 
     Birthday, published in 2001, reintroduces both Brian Seaton and 
his younger brother Arthur. Brian, now seventy, is a television 
scriptwriter in London, while Arthur, who is in his late sixties, has 
remained in Nottingham. In the course of a car journey out of the 
city they pass near Eastwood, and Brian tells Arthur that there is 
now a D. H. Lawrence museum in the town. “‘I tried to read Lady 
Chatterley’s Lover’”, Arthur tells him, “‘but I couldn’t get into it … 
I bought [it] at a car boot sale for twenty pee, and it didn’t interest 
me, so I gave it to a bloke at work’”. “‘He’s a great writer, 
though’”, says Brian, and Arthur replies: 
 

‘Well, I like Sons and Lovers, but not that one.’ Into 
Derbyshire, the narrowing road went through Langley Mill, 
Aldercar and Codnor. ‘In the old days these places were full of 
life.’ He wondered how people occupied themselves now that 
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the mines were closed, mills forsaken, and factories boarded 
up. ‘The pavements used to be crowded, but the area’s dead to 
what it was. They didn’t get paid much, but at least they had 
work.’29 

 
What is striking in this passage is not that Arthur has become a 
reader, or even that, like others among Sillitoe’s characters, he is 
disappointed by Lady Chatterley’s Lover. It is that, travelling 
through ‘Lawrence country’, like Lawrence himself on his return to 
England at the time of the General Strike, or like Connie 
Chatterley, he reflects on the state of the country, and the decline of 
the mining industry. 

Such a passage needs to be set beside Ralph’s walk in the 
countryside or Herbert Thurgarton-Strang’s dislike of the “tedious 
belly-aching books” by the “moaning Minnie D. H. Lawrence” and 
others like him, which Ralph and Herbert see as representing 
fundamentally false, self-serving and hypocritical images of 
England. Ernest Cotgrave, the storyteller in Sillitoe’s novel of that 
name, published in 1979, has similar thoughts in conversation with 
a professor who has strong views on the mechanization of society 
and a desire for a closer contact with nature: “It sounded a nice sort 
of world, though Ernest couldn’t imagine England consisting, 
industrially, of little more than a rash of push-bike and wind-up 
gramophone workshops in rural backyards, while D. H. Lawrence 
strode about in an Indian poncho under the greenwood tree”. 30 

These versions of Lawrence might seem in themselves false, a 
deliberately muddled parody of Lawrence’s supposed ‘philosophy’, 
which conflates ideas drawn from very different periods in his life. 
But Sillitoe’s engagement with Lawrence’s social ideas, however 
briefly embodied in his characters, is genuine and serious. There is 
a utopian element in Sillitoe’s work, just as there is in Lawrence’s, 
and his characters, like Lawrence’s,  are constantly seeking for new 
ways of living and new modes of being, and Sillitoe often uses 
Lawrence’s work as a medium in which to test his own ideas. Just 
as Pam rejects the monolithic view of the working classes adopted 
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by the young man in her WEA group, so do other characters object 
to the ways of life supposedly advocated by Lawrence as false and 
inappropriate.  

It is clear from Sillitoe’s autobiography, Life Without Armour, 
published in 1995, that the ambivalent feelings towards Lawrence 
experienced by his characters to a large extent echo his own. 
Sillitoe recalls that in 1950 he attended WEA classes on the modern 
novel, a course which included Lawrence. As a result he read “most 
of” Lawrence’s fiction, as well as his poetry, letters and two 
biographies. “His work”, writes Sillitoe, “was a revelation in 
showing that great fiction could be written with a local setting, and 
one that I knew so well”.31 Lawrence, then, offered Sillitoe the 
assurance that literature could be made out of a writer’s locality and 
the material that lay immediately to hand: there was no need to 
submit to the centrifugal force of metropolitan literary culture. 
Sillitoe, “interested, even eager, to know anything about the great 
writer”, made a pilgrimage, with his wife Ruth Fainlight, to visit 
Lawrence’s friend Willie Hopkin in Eastwood. On this occasion, 
sometime in 1950 or 1951, Hopkin answered questions and “talked 
about ‘Bert’ as if he still lived around the corner”, adding to 
Sillitoe’s knowledge of Lawrence’s life and telling anecdotes about 
Lawrence and his friends. As Hopkin died later in 1951, and this 
may have been one of the last occasions on which he talked about 
Lawrence, it is particularly regrettable to read that, although Sillitoe 
wrote up the meeting, the notebook in which he did so has been 
lost.32 

The point is, however, that Sillitoe felt sufficiently interested in 
Lawrence, and sufficient identification with his background and 
beginnings as a writer, to seek out Hopkin. At the same time, 
however, Sillitoe was also becoming conscious of the potentially 
damaging effect of Lawrence on his own work. At the end of 1951, 
he submitted a story to the Observer short story competition, of 
which he remarks “[t]he influence of D. H. Lawrence, both in 
subject and style, was overwhelming, and the prize was rightly 
awarded to Muriel Spark”.33 By the next summer, Sillitoe and 
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Fainlight were living in Menton, not far from where Lawrence died, 
where sometimes Sillitoe would “put on a D. H. Lawrence act, 
pillorying the worst of his turgid Plumed Serpent, and talk to Ruth 
in a mock-Nottinghamshire accent.  We called it ‘playing Bert and 
Frieda’”.34 Here, it would seem is the origin of those versions of 
Lawrence in Sillitoe’s novels, which appear to warn against too 
assertive and relentless a use of the regional voice or portray him as 
pontificating while strolling around in a Mexican poncho. And Life 
without Armour also contains a remark from a notebook Sillitoe 
kept in 1953, by which time he was living in Majorca, where 
Lawrence stayed for a short time in the spring and summer of 1929: 
“‘D. H. Lawrence only possessed real genius between the ages of 
twenty-five and thirty. Before twenty-five he was an adolescent, 
and after thirty he was a crank’”.35 If we apply those dates 
precisely, they would take us from about 1910 to 1915; and 
assuming that Sillitoe is referring to publication dates rather than to 
a detailed knowledge of the composition of Lawrence’s works, this 
would place the cut-off date at The Rainbow, published in 
September 1915. Sillitoe, then, has deep reservations about both the 
style and the ideological implications of the later work, of which he 
seems most commonly to take The Plumed Serpent as 
representative. We should not forget, however, that as I have 
already noted, many of Sillitoe’s characters express disappointment 
or anger at Lady Chatterley’s Lover, Lawrence’s last completed 
novel. Nor should we forget that these reservations and 
disappointments are the negative dimension of a deep admiration 
and a sense of the important example offered by Lawrence to his 
successors. This Sillitoe acknowledged in a note made in 1956:  
“The continuous tradition of inspired writing passed on from writer 
to writer seems to have been discontinued since Lawrence died.  He 
had Hardy and Meredith. What have we? We have to forge new 
links and fasten somehow to the old chain, so that people will again 
think writers have something to say”. 36 
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III. 
All the writers I have discussed are involved in some kind of quite 
substantial negotiation or engagement with Lawrence; in the case of 
Sillitoe, one that runs through his career, in the cases of Brierley 
and Adam confined to a single text. Other Nottingham-based 
authors are conscious of Lawrence’s existence as a local writer, 
without feeling any need to confront him.  John Harvey, author of a 
series of ten novels about the Nottingham policeman Charlie 
Resnick, only mentions Lawrence once in the series, in the 
penultimate novel, Still Water, published in 1997. And these 
references occur because they are appropriate to a particular 
character, Hannah Campbell, Resnick’s lover, who teaches English 
in a comprehensive school. Resnick visits Hannah after getting 
caught in a sudden rainstorm: “Standing in the kitchen, Resnick 
seated at the table in front of her, Hannah vigorously towelled his 
hair dry. ‘Why is it,’ she asked, ‘I feel like I’m in a short story by 
D. H. Lawrence? Seeing to my man after a hard day at the pit face.  
All it needs is coal in the bath to be perfect’”.37 Lawrence is here 
used both to pinpoint the intimacy of the moment, but also to evoke 
a frequently repeated scene in Lawrence’s work—that of the miner 
having his back washed—and to poke fun at a stereotypical view of 
working-class life.   

Stanley Middleton is the author of over forty novels largely set 
in Beechnall, a fictional recreation of Nottingham. Son of a 
railwayman, Middleton attended High Pavement School, went on to 
University College, Nottingham and eventually became an English 
teacher at his old school in Nottingham: again, a background and 
career with some resemblance to Lawrence’s own. Although he has 
always admired Lawrence, Middleton, it seems to me, remains 
wary of some of his work. In a recent interview, for instance, he 
said that, asked by the Folio Society to choose five great British 
novels of the twentieth century, he chose “Sons and Lovers not The 
Rainbow”.38 He is also unhappy with the phrase ‘local writer’, 
believing that this is too often a way of dismissing an author’s work 
as being of limited and parochial interest, significant to a tightly 
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defined readership only for its use of recognisable locations.   
References to Lawrence can be found throughout Middleton’s 
works, including some of the most recently published. The most 
arresting of these occurs in Necessary Ends, published in 1999.  
Sam Martin, a retired Beechnall businessman, has come to live in a 
Norfolk village, where he befriends Edward, a primary school 
headmaster. 

 
‘You’ve a good row of D. H. Lawrence, I see.’ Edward from 

the bookshelves. 
‘Yes. My mother knew him slightly. He was a student when 

she was at college. She was just a year or so younger than he 
was.’ 

‘What was he like.’ 
‘She didn’t say much. They’d no idea he’d be famous. He 

was one of the clever boys, she said.’ 
‘Fond of the girls? Edward enquired. 
‘Didn’t know or say. She didn’t live in his part of the world. 

It was only later that she bought his books. I think she was a bit 
shocked by his reputation. But she acquired these. They were 
there when I was a boy.’ 

‘Out of reach, I hope?’ 39 
 

This scene is something of a tease, promising more than it 
delivers—or delivering no more than it realistically could, since 
Middleton is presumably not interested in inventing fictional 
anecdotes for Sam’s mother to tell. The passage reveals nothing 
that is not either a matter of public record—Lawrence’s cleverness 
as a student, the unexpectedness of his later fame, his notoriety—or 
a commonly held assumption—that he must have been fond of the 
girls and that his books are unsuitable for young readers. Overall, it 
is rather a cool passage, one that by providing no answers to 
Edward’s questions, keeps Lawrence at a distance: a cultural 
presence, but not one that troubles either Sam Martin or his creator. 

The title of Michael Standen’s novel, Start Somewhere (first 
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published in 1965), hints at the importance of location, while the 
text of the book is sceptical about environmental influences and 
dramatises the importance of departure from the main character’s 
home region. In this respect, the novel is reminiscent of the 
concluding line of Philip Larkin’s poem ‘I Remember, I 
Remember’: “Nothing, like something, happens anywhere”.40 Set in 
Nottingham in the late 1950s or early 1960s, the novel concerns a 
group of sixth formers at the boys’ and girls’ high schools. The 
central character is Frank Griffin, son of a shopkeeper, who is 
having a relationship with Anne Cooper, a middle-class girl. The 
plot has some Lawrentian elements, mainly evocative of Sons and 
Lovers: Frank has a spiky relationship with his father, particularly 
over the usefulness of higher education; he spends a weekend at a 
cottage with Anne, as does Paul Morel with both Miriam and Clara; 
and there is a group walk into Derbyshire, reminiscent of the visit 
to Wingfield Manor in Sons and Lovers. Direct references to 
Lawrence are few, and often occur in a slightly comic context. 
When Frank comments on the absence of boys at a gathering at 
Anne’s house, remarking, “‘My mates are only good enough for the 
rugger field’”, one of the girls replies “darkly”, “‘Well, they might 
have added a touch of Lawrentian interest’”.41 

Later in the novel, Frank and Anne ‘borrow’ a rowing boat and 
find themselves on the Trent embankment outside the city:   

 
… She kissed him; he prolonged it and his blood beat up. He 
wasn’t looking for words. 

‘Take me back honey, I’m cold.’ 
By now the river was dank almost but Frank said: ‘It’s 

deserted here. Can’t we stay a bit? There’s nobody about. 
Please.’ 

‘That’s how Lawrence got rheumatism. Let’s arrange 
something. I want to.’42 

 
Did Lawrence have rheumatism? Do we have any direct 
evidence—other than making assumptions from reading Sons and 
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Lovers—that he was ever on the Trent embankment with a woman? 
And going back to the earlier reference, why should it be assumed, 
other than in the ‘dark’ imagination of Anne’s friend, that rugby 
players would bring a ‘Lawrentian’—working-class, sweaty, 
physical, non-cerebral—dimension to a social gathering? Total 
accuracy, of course, is not the point. The phrase “his blood beat up” 
could come from Sons and Lovers—indeed it can be found on page 
279 of the Cambridge Edition—while Frank’s desire for non-verbal 
communication corresponds to Paul’s feelings of being swept out of 
his normal consciousness when he is making love. Rheumatism, 
however, plays no part in Lawrence’s outdoor love scenes. What 
we have here is a kind of homage that can accommodate humour, 
recognising the power and influence of a celebrated literary 
forerunner without falling wholly under his spell. 

Frank, however, appears unequivocally to acknowledge 
Lawrence as a forerunner in one important respect. Discussing with 
a school friend his plans to leave Nottingham, he says: “‘D. H. 
Lawrence, Byron, everybody leaves sooner or later’”.43 It is, 
perhaps, ironic that I should be discussing as a ‘local writer’ a man 
who spent a great deal of his adult life away from his region, indeed 
away from his country. Yet in many senses Lawrence remained a 
local writer: of his full-length novels only two lack a scene set in 
the Midlands or some discussion of the region. And in his last 
novel, Lady Chatterley’s Lover (1928), and in many of his late 
autobiographical essays, Lawrence made a decisive return to the 
Midlands as a setting and a subject. The Nottinghamshire-
Derbyshire border, as he acknowledged in a well-known letter of 
1926, remained “the country of my heart” (5L 592). Now we 
honour Lawrence as a local writer, even though there is plenty of 
evidence of Lawrence’s complex and ambivalent feelings about his 
home region. Now we follow the brown road signs that lead us to 
‘D. H. Lawrence Heritage’, and when we have arrived in Eastwood 
we follow the blue line that guides us around the town, or pick up 
one of the leaflets directing us to Cossall or Brinsley or Moorgreen. 
And perhaps we have in our minds Lawrence’s little poem 
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‘Tourists’: “There is nothing to look at any more / everything has 
been seen to death” (Poems 660).    
    Yet not everyone knows where they are on the Lawrence map.  
One example is Frank Elder, a retired Nottingham policeman, who 
is the main character in John Harvey’s new series of crime novels.  
In the first of the series, Flesh and Blood (2004), Frank rents a 
house in Cornwall, and finds a small labourer’s cottage, close to “a 
single house and studio belonging to a local artist”. He is rather 
surprised when his new landlady asks him if he is a writer: “‘… We 
get ’em sometimes, hoping something’ll rub off. D. H. Lawrence, 
you know, he lived there with Frieda, his wife. One of the 
cottages”; “Well”, reflects Elder, “he had heard of Lawrence, at 
least”. 44 
 
                                                             
The lecture on which this essay is based was delivered on 1 June 2005 in 
the Weston Gallery of the D. H. Lawrence Pavilion at the University of 
Nottingham, which was then displaying the exhibition ‘Lawrence in 
Notts’, curated by John Worthen.  The exhibition’s punning title hints at 
the complex role played by the county in Lawrence’s life. 
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