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LAWRENTIAN LOVERS: 

PATRICK WHITE AND SPUD JOHNSON 

 

DAVID GAME 

 

 

 

On 30 June 1939, nine years after D. H. Lawrence’s death, Patrick 

White (1912‒1990), Australia’s only Nobel laureate in literature 

(1973), wrote from New York to his friend Jean Scott Rogers: “I 

spent ten of the most satisfactory days of my life in New Mexico. So 

satisfactory that I am thinking of dispersing all my worldly 

possessions and settling there in an adobe hovel”.1 White continued: 

“New Mexico ... gets subtly under your skin and makes you part of 

itself”.2 White also told Rogers of the people he met during his stay 

in Taos: 

 

I had a visit from Dorothy Brett, who went out to Taos with the 

D. H. Lawrences, and she took me up to see Frieda, who still lives 

on the ranch that Mabel Dodge Luhan gave to Lawrence,3 and all 

this led to various other interesting contacts, including a very 

charming poet, called Spud Johnson, who edits and prints the 

local weekly, and for a time was secretary to Lawrence ... 4  

 

White had been living in London and was visiting America to find a 

publisher for his first novel Happy Valley, which had come out in the 

UK and Australia in January 1939. White’s euphoric praise of New 

Mexico followed his whirlwind affair with Walter Willard “Spud” 

(also known as “the Spoodle”) Johnson (1897‒1968). Johnson had 

enjoyed a close, but not sexual, relationship with Lawrence for much 

of the 1920s, in which Lawrence offered a loose but sustained 

mentorship. The relationship was a further example of Lawrence’s 

capacity for the quiet nurturing of a lesser literary figure, also evident 

in his relationship with M. L (Mollie) Skinner. For White, Johnson’s 

erstwhile closeness to Lawrence, White’s early literary hero, lent a 
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powerful frisson to his attraction to Johnson, and their subsequent 

affair.  

Michael Hollington alerts us to Lawrentian influences in White’s 

first three novels, Happy Valley (1939 UK and Australia, 1940 North 

America), The Living and the Dead (1941 North America, 1962 UK 

and Australia) and The Aunt’s Story (1948 North America, 1958 

Australia and UK).5 Hollington sees Lawrence as a “courage-

teacher” for White, who “spoke ... to the predicament of a 

homosexual writer embarking on his chosen career in Australia in 

the late nineteen twenties and early thirties”.6 Lawrence, “along with 

Joyce, Mansfield and Eliot and some other exiles”, pulled Australian 

literature out of “its moorings in realism into the much more exciting 

and adventurous contemporary mainstream of Modernism”.7  

 

D. H. Lawrence and Spud Johnson (the Spoodle) 

 

Lawrence and Frieda arrived in San Francisco by sea from Sydney 

on 4 September 1922 and travelled on to Santa Fe on 8 September, 

where Mabel Dodge Sterne (later Luhan) picked them up at Lamy 

railway station on 10 September (see 4L 292‒3). They spent the night 

“at Witter Bynners [sic] house in Santa Fe” (326), where they also 

met Spud Johnson “who acted as Bynner’s secretary” (12), and who 

was also his lover. The Lawrences became friends with both men, 

but it was Lawrence and Johnson who became the closest. Bynner 

was competitive towards Lawrence, and at times highly critical of 

him. In his recollections Bynner describes Lawrence as “egocentric”, 

and was miffed that Lawrence was not interested in Bynner’s role in 

passing “judgement” on Ezra Pound’s early “manuscripts”.8 

Johnson, on the other hand was more easy-going.  

Spud Johnson was a minor literary figure, artist and print maker. 

He met his future mentor and partner, Witter Bynner, as a student in 

the latter’s poetry classes at Berkeley.9 In 1922, “Johnson and two 

friends” from Berkeley, established Laughing Horse, and that 

Summer, at Bynner’s invitation, Johnson joined Bynner, in Santa Fe, 

while Bynner was recovering from illness.10 Johnson terminated his 
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literary studies but continued to work on Laughing Horse from Santa 

Fe. From Number 9, December 1923, he was sole editor of Laughing 

Horse, which as Lee M. Jenkins observes was “a little magazine of 

New Mexico modernism”, irreverent and politically radical, and 

appealing to Lawrence.11 

 

 
 

Figure 3: Cover of Laughing Horse, D. H. Lawrence Number, 

No. 13 (April 1926) 

 

Johnson’s poetry appeared in a number of anthologies including 

“The Best Poems of 1924”,12 and later in “Alice Corbin Henderson’s 

The Turquoise Trail, a collection of New Mexico poetry published 

in 1928”, and which also included Lawrence.13 Johnson was also 

published in The New Yorker and its website lists 23 contributions 
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by Johnson between 8 May 1926 and 9 April 1927 – mostly fiction 

but also several poems.14 Johnson recalled: “I often did secretarial 

work for D. H. Lawrence and was given the benefit of his criticism 

of my verse during many sojourns at his ranch”.15 Johnson typed 

some of Lawrence’s manuscripts, including “eighty-one typescript 

pages” of Quetzalcoatl (Q xxxix) and probably ‘The Last Laugh’ 

(WWRA lviii). 

Bynner states that Lawrence wrote to him: “‘If we don’t like Taos, 

or find neighbors here oppressive, we can go to Mexico. Perhaps you 

and the Spoodle could come with us’”.16 Bynner then adds: “He had 

already displaced Johnson’s nickname, Spud, with Spoodle”.17 

Lawrence’s letter to Bynner is reproduced in the Cambridge Edition 

of The Letters of D. H. Lawrence as letter 2619, with a conjectured 

date of October 1922, based on its “tone” (4L 316 n. 3). The 

placement of the letter at the beginning of Lawrence’s October 1922 

correspondence creates the impression that it is the first 

correspondence between Lawrence and Bynner, written some two 

weeks after Lawrence’s arrival in New Mexico. However, both the 

conjectured date of the letter, and its content, are open to question. 

The letter reproduces the text Bynner included in his recollections. 

Bynner offers no date for the letter, but he concludes that its 

sentiment reflected the passage of “a few months” after Lawrence’s 

arrival in which “the wander-fever was in Lawrence again”.18 The 

letter in Bynner’s account has not been located, and appears to 

embody Bynner’s reminiscences, as published some thirty years 

later. The letter raises four problems. First, Bynner’s account points 

to a later date – implying January or February 1923. Second, it would 

appear unlikely that Lawrence would have extended an invitation to 

two people he scarcely knew to travel to Mexico as early as October 

1922. Third, although Lawrence wrote to Johnson on 12 October (see 

4L 321), 30 October (see 331) and 4 January 1923 (see 366‒7), he 

extended no further invitation. Notably, in the latter correspondence 

he signals his intention to undertake “a trip to Old Mexico”, an 

intention he had only recently articulated for the first time in a letter 

to Jan Juta on 1 January 1923 (see 366), indicating also that he will 
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“call on [Johnson] and Witter Bynner in Santa Fe” (367) on the way. 

Lawrence reiterated his intention to visit “Old Mexico” in his letter 

of 19 January 1923 to Bynner, noting that he “wouldn’t pass by Santa 

Fe without trying to see [him]” (368). It is apparent, therefore, that 

Lawrence’s invitation to Bynner and Johnson was expressed after the 

above dates, for the first time in his letter to Johnson of 16 February 

1923: “We are due to leave here on the 15th …Why not come down 

to Mexico with us?” (388), Lawrence wrote, outlining a possible 

itinerary and fares.  

The October 1922 letter, in addition to misplacing the timing of 

Lawrence’s Mexico invitation, also misplaces the timing of 

Lawrence’s use of the nickname “the Spoodle” (4L 316) for Willard 

(Spud) Johnson. While we may accept that Bynner’s observation that 

Lawrence “displaced Johnson’s nickname Spud, with Spoodle” is 

true, it is highly unlikely that Lawrence would have used the term as 

early as October 1922. First, as with the invitation to Mexico, one 

would not expect Lawrence to have coined a nickname after having 

only met Johnson (and Bynner) briefly during his overnight stay in 

September 1922. Second, Lawrence begins his first letter to Johnson 

on 12 October 1922, “Dear Johnson” (321), subsequently beginning 

letters variously with “Mr Johnson” (331), “Willard Johnson” (366) 

and “Johnson” (388). In a letter of 10 February 1923, Frieda 

Lawrence told Adele Seltzer of visitors to the Del Monte Ranch: 

“Wytter [sic] Bynner came with an enormous motor full of 

Americans, I liked the thin little Johnson, but he looked so cold and 

frail” (385). In his letter to Bynner of 8 March 1923, Lawrence 

began: “Did Johnson get my letter, written about twenty days ago, 

asking if you wouldn’t like to come along to Mexico City with us” 

(404). Lawrence received a letter from Johnson the next day 

confirming that they would (see 405). It is not until the Lawrences 

and Johnson and Bynner had all met up in Mexico some months later, 

and when the Lawrences had for a time gone on ahead, that we find 

the first concrete evidence of Lawrence using Spoodle. He asks 

Bynner at the conclusion of his letter of 2 May 1923: “Greet the 

Spoodle” (436), and a few days later addresses a letter to Johnson 
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beginning for the first time: “Dear Spoodle” (441). I conclude, 

therefore, that Lawrence coined the nickname well after October 

1922, most likely during the travels in Mexico when he had become 

more acquainted with Johnson. And it appears that, at the very least, 

the October 1922 letter published in the Cambridge Letters is placed 

too early in the volume. My suspicion, however, is that it never 

existed, and is a composite of recollections by Bynner.  

The Lawrences, and Bynner and Johnson, travelled to Mexico 

separately and met up in Mexico City around 30 March 1923. On 

Easter Sunday they went to a bullfight, which appalled Lawrence,19 

and which he recreated in Quetzalcoatl and The Plumed Serpent. 

Bynner and Johnson are fictionalised in Quetzalcoatl as “Owen” and 

“Villiers” (Q xxx) respectively, and also appear in The Plumed 

Serpent (see PS 7). Later in the trip Johnson became ill and Lawrence 

wrote kindly to him on several occasions (see 4L 424, 425, 441). 

Bynner and Johnson were a gay couple, and Lawrence referred to 

them as “the Bynners” (412). As David Ellis remarks, part of their 

appeal was that they were not a “sexual threat” to his relationship 

with Frieda.20 And, as Lee Jenkins observes, the “New Mexico of the 

modernist period was very much a place for women”,21 and 

Lawrence was certainly annoyed by Mabel Sterne’s controlling 

tendencies. Of equal importance, therefore, is that from Lawrence’s 

perspective, Johnson and Bynner acted as male counterweights to the 

authority exerted by Mabel Sterne and her circle.  

Lawrence undoubtedly developed a great fondness for Johnson. 

In a letter to Seltzer of 15 June 1923, on the strength of his experience 

of Johnson’s typing, he asked if Seltzer needed a “man clerk” noting 

that Johnson was “reliable and does good work. I think he ought to 

have a proper job, not just be Bynner’s amanuensis” (4L 457). From 

Mexico again, on 18 October 1923, Lawrence informed Johnson that 

he had “asked Seltzer to send you both Kangaroo” (515). He also 

alluded to Johnson’s bisexual promiscuity, joking about Johnson’s 

apparent jealousy of “Clarence Thompson … a protégé of Mabel 

Luhan’s” (515 n. 1), and his “several souls” (515), which referred to 

Johnson’s attraction to Ida Purnell and several “sen͂orititas [sic]” 
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(516). “I shall call you Spoodle Almadisimo, the most be-souled” 

(516), he wrote. Lawrence was clearly aware of the sexual 

connotations suggested by Spoodle which include “a man with 

genitalia small enough to fit into a measuring spoon”, and as a 

conflation of spooge and doodle “to write or draw with one’s 

ejaculate”.22 Correspondence prior to the publication of Lady 

Chatterley’s Lover (1928) also points to Lawrence’s play on the 

surname Johnson. Although the novel was ultimately published with 

the title Lawrence first proposed (see 5L 638), Juliette Huxley had 

been outraged on reading the manuscript and proposed “in spite” that 

he call the novel “‘John Thomas and Lady Jane’” (6L 315). Lawrence 

was delighted with the suggestion. On 5 March 1928 he told Secker 

he had “changed the title” (308). The novel “is phallic” (314), he told 

Edward McDonald, explaining to Mabel Luhan that “John Thomas 

is one of the names for the penis” (318), as is Johnson.23 It appears 

that Spud Johnson, the Spoodle, was not offended.  

Lawrence’s letter to Seltzer asking him to send a copy of 

Kangaroo to Johnson has not survived, but on 18 October 1923 

Lawrence informed Johnson that he had “asked Seltzer to send [him 

and Bynner] Kangaroo” (4L 515). The copy of Kangaroo survives 

and has the inscription below: 24 

 

 
 

Figure 4: Inscription on front endpaper of Kangaroo by D. H. 

Lawrence (New York: Thomas Seltzer, 1923).  

In the author’s possession. 



David Game: Lawrence, Patrick White and Spud Johnson 

 

 

138 

The inscription is not in Lawrence’s hand25 and with the 

Americanism “Fall” presumably originated in Seltzer’s office. 

Lawrence may have given instructions for the simple wording, and 

inclusion of his initials. In a letter to Johnson of 7 April 1924, 

Lawrence instructed Johnson to attribute his sketch ‘The Dance of 

the Sprouting Corn’ (5L 27 n.7), as “‘by D. H. L.’” (27).  

Johnson died in 1968 and the later provenance of his copy of 

Kangaroo can be partially traced through the sale of the extensive 

private collection of Bob Forster in 1998, managed by Bloomsbury 

Book Auctions. Forster, whose parents emigrated from Russia to the 

UK,26 entered the book trade in 1942 working for his uncle at Orion 

Books in London.27 The copy of Kangaroo sent to Johnson, which 

was listed for sale as “Lot 64” and described, misleadingly, as a 

“presentation copy from the author”,28 sold for “£862”.29  

On 19 November 1923, as he was preparing to join Frieda in 

England, Lawrence wrote a particularly warm and heartfelt farewell 

letter to Johnson, from the Hotel Montecarlo in Mexico City: 

 

Dear Spoodle, I hope we shall all one day become quite nice 

people, and make a new spot on earth, more or less together. 

Meanwhile I wander on, till my ass shall bray that the angel says 

no further. If yours is a Laughing Horse, mine is a slowly smiling 

donkey. Chi cammina, arriva. – Which is, Who goes, gets there. 

Anyhow I keep on going. (4L 537) 

 

Lawrence continued to correspond with Johnson from England. On 

9 January 1924 he informed Johnson that he had received the issue 

of Laughing Horse that contained ‘Au Revoir, U.S.A.’, which had 

appeared in the December 1923 issue (see 4L 555 n. 1), and sent him 

‘Dear Old Horse, A London Letter’, published in May 1924 (see 555 

and n. 2). In this “letter” Lawrence writes jocularly from London: 

 

Dear old Azure Horse, Turquoise Horse, Hobby Horse, Trojan 

Horse with a few scared heroes in your belly; Horse, laughing 

your Horse Laugh, you do actually ramp in with a bit of horse 
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sense. I’m all for horse sense, O Horsie! Come down to it, and it’s 

the Centaur. Good old Horse, be patted, and be persuaded to grin 

and to be a Centaur getting your own back. 

 Even if you’re only a hobby Horse, with a wooden head and a 

Spoodle on your broom-stick flanks, you’re welcome just now. 

Very welcome. (MM 137) 

 

When the Lawrences returned to America in March 1924 Lawrence 

resumed his friendship with Johnson and continued his association 

with Laughing Horse. On 4 July he informed Johnson: “I dont [sic] 

have any strong feeling about a Lawrentian number of the Horse ... 

But if you wish, I will help all I can” (5L 66). In June, Lawrence had 

begun his play Altitude set in New Mexico which includes a character 

“Spud”. After Lawrence’s death Johnson revised the play for 

publication in Laughing Horse in 1938. The Cambridge Edition 

restores the text in Lawrence’s MS (see Plays cxviii‒ix).  

With Lawrence’s return to Europe, their correspondence 

continued intermittently. A Lawrence edition of Laughing Horse 

appeared as Number 13 April 1926 and in July Lawrence asked 

“Spud” to send “half-a-dozen copies of my smiling gee-gee” to 

Curtis Brown, who “is very much interested, and will use it for trade 

purposes” (484).  

Lawrence continued to take a keen interest in Johnson, whom in 

later years he reverted to calling Spud. On 12 December 1926 he 

wrote that he was “very glad [Johnson] got that job” and that he 

wasn’t “anybody’s secretary or ‘ladies help’” (5L 600). He also 

encouraged Johnson to “do an edition of the horse called ‘The 

Laughing Stallion’, to be followed by ‘The Smiling Mare’: he’s been 

too long a gelding: and I’ll send him something to keep his pecker 

up” (600‒1). The following year Lawrence wrote to Mabel Luhan on 

18 November 1927, informing her that he was thinking of returning 

to New Mexico and that “Spud’s printing press may lay golden eggs 

yet” (224). His last letter to Johnson was on 14 September 1929, in 

which he enclosed his financial “contribution to The Horse”, 
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lamented the theft of several of his manuscripts, and reported that his 

“health is still pretty bad” (7L 485).  

It is clear that Lawrence formed a deep attachment to Johnson and 

found his Laughing Horse refreshing. While in Australia, Lawrence 

had greatly enjoyed the cheeky irreverence of The Bulletin in 

Sydney,30 and he found elements of its tone in Laughing Horse. And, 

as Andrew Harrison points out, Johnson’s magazine was one of the 

“New opportunities”, albeit modest, which Lawrence found in 

America.31  

 

Patrick White’s search for D. H. Lawrence 

 

Patrick White was born in England in 1912, during an extended visit 

by his Australian parents. He returned to Australia at the age of six 

months, and then went back to England at thirteen to attend 

Cheltenham College, where he experienced a strong sense of 

alienation. Returning to Australia at the end of school, in 1930 White 

worked on a series of rural properties, including for a year at Bolaro, 

a sheep station in southern New South Wales in a region known as 

the Monaro.32 It is high country near the Australian Snowy 

Mountains, about two hours south of Canberra. The summers are hot 

and dry and there is snow in winter. It was here that he wrote what 

he referred to as his “juvenile novels”,33 including ‘The Immigrants’, 

which “incorporated gossip and impressions”,34 completed in the 

spring of 1930, and which he later re-wrote as his first novel Happy 

Valley (1939). In October 1932 White was back in England and had 

commenced at Cambridge University, where he studied languages. 

When White wrote his first three published novels, he was living 

abroad, first in London, and then during the war, in North Africa, 

where he served with the RAF. The search for, or the absence of 

belonging are recurring themes in White’s early works. 

White was forthcoming in acknowledging his debt to Lawrence. 

In a 1973 letter to Ingmar Björkstén, “Swedish critic, journalist and 

novelist”, who was instrumental in securing White’s nomination for 

the Nobel Prize, White wrote: “I don’t know about influences: Joyce 
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and Lawrence, yes, at the time when I began to write. I certainly 

began to read Dostoyevsky about the same time”.35 White later 

recalled how his godmother, Gertrude Morrice, “introduced [him], 

book  by  book, at  birthdays  and  Christmas, to  Aldous  Huxley and 

D. H. Lawrence, starting me off on whatever intellectual life I have 

had”.36  

The extent of White’s reading is apparent in ‘The Patrick White 

Bequest Collection (personal library)’, held in the State Library of 

New South Wales. The contents list runs to 168 pages, with around 

1600 entries.37 Volumes from White’s early library are an A to Z of 

literary studies, beginning with Arnold, Austin and Bunyan, through 

Dickens, Huxley, Joyce, Shakespeare to Tolstoy and Zola. There are 

six Lawrence works in the bequest. The first is The Woman Who 

Rode Away and Other Stories (Secker, 1928),38 which includes 

White’s bookplate. David Marr implies White commissioned the 

bookplate around late 1931.39 However, it is also present earlier in 

White’s copy of Lytton Strachey’s Queen Victoria, inscribed 

“Christmas holidays 1928”,40 suggesting that White could have 

obtained his Lawrence volume before 1931. On 28 May 1934, his 

birthday, White received The Plumed Serpent (Secker, 1932) from 

“RDB”.41 Marr reports that White’s lover at Cambridge was “R”42 – 

so perhaps he was RDB. There is a copy of The Prussian Officer and 

Other Stories (Heinemann, 1932) from “AL”,43 whose identity is 

unknown, dated Christmas, 1937, and a copy of Aaron’s Rod 

(Heinemann, 1933) from an unnamed source, “hoping he will like 

this book”.44 There is a copy of Lady Chatterley’s Lover (Odyssey, 

1933),45 inscribed “E. Lascaris”,46 undated. Elly Lascaris was an aunt 

of White’s lover Manoly Lascaris,47 and White presumably acquired 

this copy sometime during the war when his relationship with 

Lascaris began after their meeting in Alexandria.48 On receiving a 

copy of White’s Happy Valley, “Lascaris thought he had found 

another D. H. Lawrence”.49 Last, there is Kangaroo (Penguin, 1968), 

not inscribed.50  

It is curious that major Lawrence works, Sons and Lovers, The 

Rainbow and Women in Love, are absent, and that there is no pre-war 
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edition of Kangaroo. It may be that the bequest is an incomplete 

record of White’s library, particularly his early holdings, a 

consequence perhaps of his coming and going between Australia and 

England, England and America in the 1930s, and the subsequent 

disruption of World War II. White’s receiving The Woman Who 

Rode Away and Other Stories by 1931 is the first evidence of his 

engaging with Lawrence. Of the volumes in his personal library, it is 

of particular interest because, although it is set in Mexico, its 

geography is inspired by Lawrence’s “fascination with the landscape 

of New Mexico” (WWRA xxvii), which White visited and recreated 

in the closing scenes of The Aunt’s Story (1948).  

White’s first published reference to Lawrence appears in a letter 

to his then lover Pepe Mamblas on 10 November 1937, in which he 

reports of the Scottish philosopher John Macmurray that “To look at, 

he is very much like D. H. Lawrence”,51 with the image he had in 

mind likely to have been the frontispiece photograph of Lawrence 

included in Huxley’s The Letters of D. H. Lawrence (1932), 

discussed below. It is possible, however, that there are unpublished 

references to Lawrence earlier than 1937.52 White’s journey in search 

of Lawrence the man, as distinct from the literary Lawrence, began 

several years earlier with his visit to Cornwall in 1934 and 

culminated in his trip to New Mexico in 1939. Marr writes: “Alone 

at the end of the winter term [at Cambridge in early 1934] White 

returned to Cornwall on a pilgrimage to the cliffs of Zennor where 

D. H. Lawrence in the summer of 1916 had set up a little literary 

community in a couple of stone cottages at Higher Tregerthen”, and 

where White was “snowed in at the Tinner’s Arms in Zennor for a 

week”.53 According to White’s own account in his 2 September 1976 

letter to James Stern he had “‘a rather miserable time’”.54 Stern was 

an American critic whose favourable review of White’s The Tree of 

Man in The New York Times in 1955 helped boost White’s later 

career in America and eventually the UK and Australia.55  

White does not mention his Cornwall visit in his Flaws in the 

Glass (1981), but it is instructive to consider how he came to visit 

Lawrence’s Cornwall. There appear to be three influences for his 
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visit – Murry’s two-volume The Letters of Katherine Mansfield 

(1928), Lawrence’s Kangaroo (1923) and Huxley’s The Letters of D. 

H. Lawrence (1932). Marr indicates that Mansfield’s “portrait of 

[Lawrence] in the letters and journals White so admired when they 

were published in 1927 and 1928”,56 was an influence on White. He 

quotes from her letter to Beatrice Campbell of May 1916, which 

recounts Mansfield’s experience of living with the Lawrences in 

Cornwall – Lawrence’s “‘frenzy’” and how he “‘beats the table, 

abusing everybody’”.57 Marr’s source is Katherine Mansfield: 

Letters and Journals selected by C. K. Stead and published in 1977. 

Marr, however, appears unaware that the Stead edition restored text 

expurgated by Murry in his edition of Mansfield’s letters.58 The 

Campbell letter (and an adjacent letter to S. S. Koteliansky) 

published in Murry’s edition excludes the bulk of the several 

paragraphs devoted to Lawrence’s behaviour and his relations with 

Frieda.59 White, therefore, at the time of his visit in 1934, could not 

have read the fuller account of Mansfield’s experience of the 

Lawrences at Cornwall included in the Stead edition and reproduced 

by Marr. Moreover, the Patrick White personal library contains 

White’s 1930 reprint edition of Murry’s The Letters of Katherine 

Mansfield,60 disturbing Marr’s assertion that White read the 

Mansfield letters “when they were published in 1927 and 1928”. 

Despite these objections, Mansfield remains an important source for 

White’s interest in Lawrence’s Cornwall – and his literary work more 

broadly. There are numerous references to Lawrence – including to 

individuals in Lawrence’s circle – Lady Ottoline Morrell, Dorothy 

Brett, as well as Koteliansky. In her letter of May 1916 to Beatrice 

Campbell, Mansfield wrote from Zennor: “I am alone, for Murry and 

Lawrence have plunged off to St Ives with rucksacks on their backs 

and Frieda is in her cottage”.61 There are no letters to Lawrence. 

Mansfield retained a life-long admiration for Lawrence’s work. 

In a letter of 17 July 1922 to Koteliansky she wrote: “I want to talk 

to you for hours about – Aaron’s Rod, for instance. Have you read 

it?”.62 And on 2 August 1922 she wrote to him again: “It is a pity that 

Lawrence is driven so far. I am sure that Western Australia will not 
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help. The desire to travel is a great, real temptation. But does it do 

any good?”.63 While we cannot be certain when White acquired his 

copy of Mansfield’s Letters, his copy of her Novels & Novelists, also 

held in the bequest,64 is also dated 1930, and White had probably read 

both works by the time of his Cornwall visit in 1934. In Cornwall, 

White would also have been interested in Mansfield herself, apart 

from her friendship with Lawrence. On 16 March 1931 he wrote to 

Jean Scott Rogers, from Bolaro in New South Wales where he was 

working as a jackaroo before going to Cambridge: “You must read 

Buddenbrooks by Thomas Mann, if you haven’t, and some Katherine 

Mansfield, about whom I can’t say enough”.65  

Marr reports that White, on reading Kangaroo, “found the slabs 

of politics dreadful”, but he thought Lawrence’s descriptions of the 

wild coast and bush around Sydney were wonderful”.66 Marr, 

however, offers no source for his summation of White’s reaction to 

Kangaroo. Nor does he suggest a date for his first reading the novel. 

As I have noted, White’s copy of the novel held in the State Library 

of New South Wales is a 1968 paperback. We must assume that 

White read Kangaroo at some point, and it is most likely that he read 

it before 1968. White appears to be referring to the novel, somewhat 

obliquely, in a letter of 18 January 1976 to Joseph Losey, about 

approaching the Yorkshire playwright, David Mercer for an 

adaptation of Voss as a film. White writes: “I’m only worried that 

you and Mercer should know so little about the look and feel of 

Australia, unless, like D. H. Lawrence, you can get it all from the 

drive between the station (airport) and hotel”.67 It is also possible, 

however, that White is recalling Aldous Huxley’s The Letters of D. 

H. Lawrence, where Lawrence also gives a vivid picture of the 

Australian bush. Huxley’s Letters was published in 1932 and also 

contains much correspondence written by Lawrence from Cornwall. 

In correspondence of 19 September 1960 to the Australian author and 

historian Geoffrey Dutton, White agreed that he “‘admires D. H. 

Lawrence’s letters’”,68 and Huxley’s edition was the only one 

available at that time.  
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Soon after White’s return from Cornwall to Cambridge, he had 

two poems published in the London Mercury in June 1934, ‘The 

Ploughman’ and ‘Meeting Again’.69 Although the fortunes of the 

London Mercury, edited by Jack Squire, had since “dwindled”, 

Squire had published both Lawrence and Mansfield, which would 

have been an added boost for White. ‘The Ploughman’ also appeared 

in The Best Poems of 1935. 70 The publication of these poems marked 

the beginning of White’s literary career.  

 

Happy Valley 

 

In 1935 White was living in London and had returned to a draft novel 

‘The Immigrants’ which he had commenced in Australia before he 

went to Cambridge. The new novel was to be called Happy Valley.71 

A White notebook from the 1930s contains quotations from a host of 

major authors who interested him at this time. Below is an unsourced 

transcription attributed to D. H. Lawrence:  

 

D. H. Lawrence in Letters  

And that again is what I think about writing a novel: one can live 

to [sic] intensely with one’s characters and their experiences one 

creates or records, it is a life in itself, far better than the vulgar 

thing people call life, jazzing or motoring and so on.72 

 

With Lawrence as an influence on the young White, it is not 

surprising that there are Lawrentian elements in his fiction. David 

Marr sees the character Clem Hagan, the sheep station manager, as a 

“Lawrentian overseer”,73 and although there is no evidence that 

White read Lady Chatterley’s Lover, Hagan’s occupational 

responsibilities resemble Lawrence’s Oliver Mellors. However, as a 

character, Hagan is more a distant cousin, a burlesque of Mellors. 

Both exude sensuality, but Hagan is a cruder type of man “who 

walked slowly with his legs a little apart”,74 while Mellors is more 

subtly a man of “curious swift, yet soft movements” (LCL 46). Hagan 

“wore his hat perpetually on a tilt which made him look rather 
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lazy”,75 whereas Mellors “might almost be a gentleman. …a curious, 

quick, separate fellow” (LCL 47).  

While Lawrence had a stable experience of growing up in 

Eastwood and its rural environs, White’s early life was characterised 

by a series of geographical and social dislocations – birth in England, 

school in Australia, then school in England, followed by jackarooing 

in Australia, then Cambridge and now London. Where did he 

belong? In the darkly satirical Happy Valley, with its tight-knit rural 

community, there is an echo of Lawrence’s first novel The White 

Peacock (1911). However, White, in an assertion of his own vision, 

constructs a satirical inversion of Lawrence’s “country of my heart” 

(5L 592) depicted in The White Peacock. White’s valley is far from 

happy, and his novel is bereft of the nostalgic richness evident in 

Lawrence’s novel. White did not grow up in a small-town world like 

that of Happy Valley, and there is little sense of belonging amongst 

the inhabitants. Only the Chinese family, the Quongs, who despite 

their being “exotic, foreign to Happy Valley” in white Australia, 

appear to be the inheritors of the town, as they stand on their 

verandah watching another family exit the town.76 However, just as 

some of Lawrence’s Saxton family in The White Peacock yearn to 

escape Nethermere, and consider migrating to Canada (see WP 186), 

migration is the way out of the emotional tangles of Happy Valley. 

In the novel’s denouement, Oliver Halliday (perhaps an echo of 

Lawrence’s Halliday in Women in Love) breaks off his affair with 

Alys Browne, and Alys decides: “I shall go away, ... to California, 

perhaps”.77 And, just as Somers’s flight from Australia to California 

in Kangaroo symbolised Lawrence’s own actions, Browne’s 

sentiment was later shared by White, who travelled to California 

himself in mid-1939.  

Happy Valley was first published in London in early 1939 by 

Harrap, to considerable acclaim. Marr notes: “It was Book of the 

Day, Book of the Week and one or two critics predicted Book of the 

Year for 1939”.78 V. S. Pritchett praised the novel but remarked that 

White “‘has not yet got Ulysses out of his system’”.79 Marr reports 

that in a 1987 interview with R, White’s lover at Cambridge, R 
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recalled that White had urged him at the time to read “‘Lawrence and 

Joyce, Lawrence and Joyce’”.80  

Five hundred copies of Happy Valley went to Australian 

booksellers but the novel did not strike a chord with most Australian 

critics who were looking for something more optimistic in an 

Australian novel.81 Happy Valley was banned in Ireland, but in 

Stockholm, in Bonniers Litterära Magasin, White’s name was linked 

with “new writing from the West by Steinbeck, Faulkner, Eliot, 

Auden [and] Isherwood”.82 Surprisingly, White received the 

Australian Literature Society Gold Medal for Happy Valley in 1941. 

As Marr points out, White was an unlikely choice for a medal. The 

minutes of a society meeting held in late 1939 record that the society 

feared “‘infection from the prevalent degeneration into the abnormal 

as exemplified by the school fathered by D. H. Lawrence’”.83 Given 

White’s deep interest in Lawrence at this time, it is hugely ironic that 

White should have received the medal. Marr wryly observes that the 

judges’ “‘taste was ahead of the rank and file’” of society members.84  

 

Patrick White and Spud Johnson in New Mexico 

 

With the publication of Happy Valley in England in January 1939, 

White decided to leave London to find an American publisher, 

arriving in New York in April 1939.85 Unsuccessful at this point in 

New York, he was able to continue his Lawrence pilgrimage which 

had begun in Cornwall. White crossed the continent by train, and 

then returned east stopping at Santa Fe. He took a bus to Taos and 

“someone sent for Brett”, who took him to “to meet Frieda at 

Lawrence’s cabin”.86 Spud Johnson became “White’s companion in 

Taos”.87  

At the time of White’s meeting Johnson, Lawrence and Frieda 

were still very much alive in Johnson’s mind. A year before White’s 

visit Johnson had published Lawrence’s play fragment ‘Altitude’, in 

which Johnson appears as a character, and which formed the bulk of 

the 1938 edition of Laughing Horse.88 The final edition, December 

1939, published not long after White’s visit, includes a sketch of a 
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rooster by Frieda Lawrence.89 Johnson also presumably showed 

White the 1926 Lawrence Number.90 We may also speculate that 

Johnson showed him the  copy of Kangaroo he received from Seltzer  

In 1935, Johnson’s Horizontal Yellow, a collection of his poems, 

had been published in an edition of 400. It is a homage to his 

experience of the American Southwest, and the blurb praises 

Johnson’s “sincerity and magic”.91 As in Laughing Horse, many of 

the poems illustrate the attempts by Johnson (and his circle) to 

portray Native Americans sensitively and respectfully. For example, 

in ‘Taos Dance’:  

 

Hands outstretched, the girls danced slowly,  

Long shawl-fringes swaying with the drums;  

Danced around the old-men-chorus, 

Sitting with thundersticks and drums.92  

 

Lawrence’s ‘Pueblo Indian Dancers (drawing)’ depicted realistic 

images of a similar scene nine years earlier.93 However, Lawrence 

could be savage in his appraisal of the American Indian-as-spectacle. 

In ‘Just Back from the Snake-Dance ‒ Tired Out’ he wrote of “the 

hopping Indian with his queer muttering gibberish” concluding 

bitterly: “The great Southwest, the natural circus ground”.94 Another 

Johnson poem entitled ‘Poppies (A Portrait of Mabel)’ is a light 

hearted tribute to Mabel Luhan. Her “taking / All her guests away 

from marmalade / To motor twenty miles across the desert / For a 

bath”,95 Johnson sees as a lovable eccentricity, where Lawrence 

might have chafed under her wilfulness.  

There is a copy of Horizontal Yellow amongst White’s library 

held in the Patrick White Bequest Collection (copy number 256).96 

Intriguingly, White’s copy bears White’s name, and is not inscribed 

by Johnson. One might have thought he had received his copy from 

Johnson. In an unpublished portion of the first letter White sent to 

Johnson after his departure from New Mexico by rail on 26 June 

1939, on The California Ltd., bound for Chicago, he wrote:  
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My one relief and consolation was Horizontal Yellow, which I 

bought in Taos the morning I left, and which brought many 

echoes of sensations experienced already, and focussed the light 

on these things for the first time. So I realise that, though your 

modesty never told me so, you are a poet. Such a relief after the 

exhibitionist ladies of the neighbourhood, throwing themselves 

facedown on the ground and listening for earth-rhythms!97   

 

We can only guess whether these “ladies” included Frieda or Mabel. 

White’s first letter to Johnson also reveals the intense emotion he felt 

towards Johnson: 

 

The last few days have meant a great deal to me. I didn’t realise 

how much until going away. We’ve got to see each other some 

more – I hope, some day. I’m sure we shall. Because I know I 

don’t discover such a perfect complement at the end of the earth 

for nothing, just to throw it away again. I hope you are going to 

feel the same. If you don’t, you can blame the plains of Kansas, 

which are going on ad infinitum!98 

 

Returning east, White continued an intense correspondence with 

Johnson in which he envisaged a life spent together: “But I want to 

be with you Spud. I’ve never been so certain of anything in my 

life”.99 With the threat of war looming, White made a brief second 

visit to Johnson, meeting him in Albuquerque on 3 September 

1939,100 the day England and France declared war on Germany. Back 

in New York, however, he commenced an affair with Joe Rankin, a 

medical practitioner, and then on 16 September 1939 boarded a ship 

for England.101 Despite the war, White returned to New York on 27 

March 1940, for the American launch of Happy Valley in June, and 

resumed his affair with Rankin. In a letter of 30 March to Johnson, 

he admitted to his affair,102 and was relieved at Johnson’s “generous” 

response.103 In September he told Johnson: “My plans are no more 

definite than to go to London and offer to do something” for the war 

effort.104 White was called up for military service, and his later 
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account of the indignity of the military medical inspection has 

parallels with Lawrence’s recreation of his similar experience in 

‘The Nightmare’ chapter in Kangaroo: 

 

I received notice that the time had come for the Armed Services 

to decide whether I was suitable fodder for the war machine. The 

medical inspection took place in outer London, I believe it was 

Harrow, in a dingy hall smelling of unwashed body, 

predominantly feet. We stripped to the waist and sat waiting on 

benches: flitches, mounds, occasionally even the statuary of 

human flesh. The almost universal pallor of our ranks was lit by 

green-to-yellow tones, with here and there a peppering of black 

or ginger.105 

 

Although White and Johnson corresponded during the war, the 

relationship did not resume. On 1 September 1944 Johnson wrote 

nostalgically:  

 

This is an anniversary or two, isn’t it? It seems to me that it was 

just five years ago that you flew west from New York and I crept 

south from Taos, and that we met in an odd town called 

Albuquerque and spent a few last days together, in the middle of 

which this goddamned war started.106  

 

White’s last letter to Johnson was on 24 October 1945. The war had 

ended and he broke off with Johnson. He wanted to live with Manoly 

Lascaris in Greece: “M has been demobilised in the meantime, and 

will be at home when I arrive”, he wrote. “I want to stay here the rest 

of my life. Taos will have to become a half-way house to 

Australia”.107 In Flaws in the Glass White mentions “Frieda 

Lawrence and Brett at Taos” as contributing to the “euphoria” he 

experienced in America.108 Significantly, White does not mention 

Johnson, and Lascaris was never made aware of their relationship.109 

Michael Hollington sees “three episodes in White’s life 

connected to Lawrence”.110 His trip to Zennor and his meeting with 
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Spud Johnson I have already mentioned. The third episode is his 

introduction to Ben Huebsch of Viking Press, and its publication of 

his novel. In addition to its commercial significance, as Hollington 

observes, it was of tremendous literary significance for White that 

Huebsch had promoted his work. Huebsch 

 

had also championed Lawrence and Joyce, two of White’s most 

significant modernist heroes, and had been willing to fly in the 

face of censorship by becoming the first publisher of both Ulysses 

and Women in Love in the United States. In this way White might 

feel himself the inheritor of Modernism.111  

 

The Living and the Dead 

 

In July 1939, during his first visit to America, White commenced his 

second novel, which became The Living and the Dead,112 which he 

later informed Johnson that Viking “will publish”.113 Hollington sees 

The Living and the Dead as “the most demonstrably Lawrentian of 

his books”,114 and “a kind of pastiche of Lawrence’s writings”.115 He 

observes that “one of the most essential features of White’s 

borrowings from Lawrence is their deliberateness and self-

consciousness” .116 And there are  examples of specific borrowings 

such as White’s use of a Lawrentian Christian name for the character 

Connie Tiarks,117 the reference to the “intellectual we’re-in-the-

know of the Café Royal”,118 and, as World War II looms, “the singing 

of German songs in a suburban Sunday twilight”,119 echoing the 

Lawrences’ defiant singing of German folk songs in Cornwall. 

Hollington concludes that “we should approach Lawrence in White 

simply as one of the masks this writer chooses strategically to adopt, 

chiefly at an early stage of his career”.120  

 However, in addition to his use of “masks”, we should also see 

White as slipping unashamedly into Lawrentian costume from time 

to time. In The Living and the Dead Eden Standish and Joe Barnett’s 

night in a remote country hotel is heavily laden with Lawrentian 

sensuality. Eden Standish 
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could not, did not want to sleep. She was too febrile, 

discomposed, this throbbing of tenderness that she had become, 

and to which there was no end. She had repudiated anything of 

her that remained in memory. She was content to be this creature 

the moment had made, to live in a world of immediate 

sensation.121  

 

In Lady Chatterley’s Lover, Connie, after making love with Mellors 

feels “deepening whirlpools of sensation, swirling deeper and deeper 

through all her tissue and consciousness” (LCL 134). 

 

The Aunt’s Story 

 

It is in White’s third novel that he drew on his time in New Mexico. 

As Hollington observes “he got as close as he could on this visit to 

his modernist mentor [Lawrence], via Brett, Frieda, and above all his 

lover Johnson, and worked his Taos experiences into The Aunt’s 

Story”.122 The novel also resonates with Lawrence’s short story ‘The 

Woman Who Rode Away’, which as I have noted, is held in the 

Patrick White Bequest Collection.  

White began The Aunt’s Story almost immediately after he was 

demobilised from the Royal Air Force in 1945, drawing on 

recollections of his “godmother Gertrude Morrice” for the early 

sections.123 It was published in America in 1948, but a further ten 

years elapsed before it was published in Australia and England. It is 

the third section of the novel, ‘Holstius’, set in the Lawrence country 

around Taos, which concerns us here. The two dwellings depicted in 

The Aunt’s Story suggest the cabins occupied by the Lawrences at 

the Del Monte Ranch and the Kiowa Ranch. The protagonist, 

Theodora Goodman, after a long sojourn at a stuffy hotel in the south 

of France, passes through New Mexico, en route to Australia. 

White’s New Mexico is deeply imbued with Lawrentian themes and 

imagery. Theodora has, like Lawrence’s “woman” ridden away from 

Australia, and in New Mexico experiences an epiphany – followed 

by a disintegration of her sense of self. She realises that there is no 
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one to return to in Australia. Theodora’s sister had married the only 

man Theodora was ever remotely interested in. And like Lawrence’s 

protagonist in ‘The Woman Who Rode Away’ Theodora is sacrificed 

(figuratively) at the conclusion of her journey. After spurning the 

hospitality offered by the Johnson family (recalling Spud), Theodora 

wanders off to a deserted cabin, and meets a ghostly presence, 

Holstius. Alarmed at her sudden departure from their midst, the 

Johnson family search for her, bringing with them a Doctor Rafferty: 

 

Theodora, who had come round to the front window, could see 

and hear. It was a strange and interesting situation. As if she were 

dead. ... 

‘My name is Rafferty,’ said the mild man, coming forward 

with considerable bland confidence. ‘I’ve come to take you down 

with me to town, where there are folks who’ll make you 

comfortable.’ 

He looked at Theodora, sharing a secret and not. 

She laughed. 

‘You Americans,’ she said, ‘make life positively pneumatic. 

But how agreeable.’124  

 

Dr Rafferty, an agent of the medical establishment, will facilitate the 

next stage of Theodora’s life. Because of her perceived mental 

condition she cannot be accepted into the mountain community. Dr 

Rafferty, as a kind of secular priest, echoes the Native American 

chief officiating at the sacrifice of the woman in ‘The Woman Who 

Rode Away’. Theodora’s strange ambivalence towards the sinister 

and obsequious doctor, and her implied resignation at her committal 

to a mental institution, recall the dreamy detachment with which the 

woman in Lawrence’s novel meets her fate. Significantly, 

Theodora’s mental demise, and her failure to return to Australia, 

parallels the extinction of White’s desire for Spud Johnson and a life 

in America. 

Although unremarkable as a writer, Spud Johnson emerges as a 

fascinating, if accidental medium between two twentieth-century 
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modernists, transmitting something of the person of Lawrence to the 

young Patrick White. Whereas White’s transient affair with Johnson 

may be seen as a biproduct of his admiration for Lawrence as author, 

Lawrence’s friendship with Johnson was deeply personal and 

enduring. White moved on quickly from Johnson, but Lawrence 

remained a literary presence for him. The Lawrentian element White 

introduced into Happy Valley, published just before his meeting with 

Johnson is, as I have noted, evident in his two subsequent novels. 

And James Stern, in his review of The Tree of Man (1956) wrote that 

“White possesses a quite uncanny power for the creation of female 

characters. Like D. H. Lawrence, White manages to give the 

wholeness of a personality by relying, with the magic born of 

knowledge, on nature”.125  
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