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IN A TIME OF PANDEMIC 

 

JUDITH RUDERMAN 

 

 

 

“Alas, that one’s health should have to be so much thought about!” 

(6L 378) 

 

I  am  honoured  to  have  been  asked  to  make a  presentation to the 

D. H. Lawrence Society of Great Britain to commemorate 

Lawrence’s birthday. Although I am here with you via technology, 

my mind flashes back to my first in-person visit to Eastwood, 

somewhere in the mid-1970s, not long after your Society was 

formed. I happily trooped around the Lawrence sites in the company 

of Society members, and I was very grateful for my guides’ time and 

attention. So, too, I am grateful to have your time and attention today, 

more than four decades later. 

 In 2007 I was again in Eastwood, for the 11th international D. H. 

Lawrence conference, where I presented a paper on “illness as 

metaphor”: riffing on Susan Sontag’s famous essay of that title, I 

explored Lawrence’s depictions of illness as metaphors for the 

condition of his society.1 Now I would like to revisit illness in its 

literal, concrete sense. I have chosen a topic that I think appropriate 

to the time we live in as well as that in which Lawrence lived, a time 

of pandemic; thus, my subtitle refers simultaneously to Lawrence 

and to us. For months we have been held captive by a devastating 

global virus. As the situation has evolved, we have felt unsettled, 

nervous, frustrated, and perhaps even ill or dealing with the illness 
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of loved ones. Our customary ways of conducting our daily lives 

have been disrupted, and the pandemic’s effects on our personal 

future and that of our community, our country and the world at large 

remain to be seen. As we know, Lawrence endured the so-called 

Spanish ’flu of 1918‒1920. But earlier he had suffered a serious bout 

of pneumonia during his teaching days in Croydon. And in the mid-

1920s, in Mexico, he was again deathly ill, with ’flu and malaria that 

plagued him for the rest of his life. Lawrence was a survivor, but in 

the end he could not vanquish tuberculosis.  

 Lawrence famously wrote that “one sheds ones [sic] sicknesses in 

books” (2L 90), referring to the therapeutic function that the writing 

of Sons and Lovers (1913) had played for him. But if literary creation 

could air and help to resolve his psychological sickness, it could not 

do the same for the physical. The seminal episodes of illness to which 

I have just alluded are only the most dramatic events in a lifetime of 

sickness, a lifetime laid bare in the letters. I had read through the 

letters when I was developing a chapter on clothing and jewellery for 

the forthcoming collection D. H. Lawrence and the Arts, co-edited 

by your Society vice-president Catherine Brown (and Susan Reid). 

While seeking relevant materials for that chapter, I was struck by the 

number of references to the state of Lawrence’s health. So I decided 

to engage the letters once again for this presentation, at this 

opportune moment. What did Lawrence say about his numerous 

ailments? What effects did they have on him? How did he cope with 

them? Do his experiences with illness resonate with our own today, 

as we navigate these frightening times of Covid-19? Are there 

lessons from his confrontations with sickness and debility that are 

important for us to know about him? About us? Please do not worry 

that this talk will be a total downer. Yes, I am relating sad, even 

desperate moments; and I confess to finding my own “up close and 

personal” relationship with Lawrence through his letters to be more 

poignant than I had expected, at times heartbreaking. Yet my title 

includes the word resilience, after all, and our Mr Lawrence was 

nothing if not resilient. That is the uplifting end toward which I am 
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heading; but the extent of his resilience can only be measured by the 

challenges to it. 

 A word first about my utilising only the letters – no biographies 

or memoirs, not even the introductions to each volume, just 

Lawrence’s own words. Of course, the tone and content of a letter 

are as much a function of the recipient as of the writer; Lawrence was 

always conscious of what he could or should say to whom. To his 

sisters, Emily and Ada, who often worried about him and at critical 

times tended to him, he might soft pedal a feeling; two weeks before 

his death he wrote to Emily, “There is no need for you to worry, 

either of you” (7L 647). To friends who had been told that he was 

dying, especially Maria Huxley, the source of that alarm, he regularly 

insisted that he was feeling better (295, 486, 501, 561). Even his 

similes were adapted to his audience: from Mallorca, to friend Rhys 

Davies, a bout of malaria had Lawrence’s teeth chattering “like 

castanets”, while to sister Emily, who led a domestic life in 

Nottinghamshire, his teeth were chattering “like a sewing-machine” 

(260, 262)! Though we are now the audience for these letters, I 

cannot relate every mention that Lawrence made of his illnesses 

between his first collected letter in 1901 and his last in 1930. Instead, 

I have plucked representative remarks from the volumes to illustrate 

Lawrence’s encounters and responses. 

 Reading a concentration of letters could give a false impression 

that Lawrence was always ill, yet it is undeniable that he was 

frequently so. As he himself admitted to Violet Hunt in 1911, at age 

25, “I have the struggle of my life to keep off the sick list” (1L 228). 

To Ottoline Morrell in 1915: “My old cold that I have had so long 

never really gets better, and occasionally comes full tilt back” (2L 

315). More than occasionally, as it turned out. He explained to Rolf 

Gardiner in December 1926 about why he wouldn’t be going to 

England for a production of The Widowing of Mrs Holroyd: “my 

health is always risky … I’ve always had chest-bronchial troubles 

and pneumonia after-effects – so have to take care” (5L 591). And to 

Catherine Carswell: “If only one could be really well, what a mercy! 

It’s my one refrain” (6L 303). 
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 A constant reference in the letters is to Lawrence’s colds: that he 

was susceptible to them – he called them “inevitable” (1L 46) – may 

sound fairly benign to us in the midst of a deadly viral pandemic; but 

they affected him strongly and lastingly. A mild adjective for his 

colds over the years was “miserable” (2L 257); otherwise they were 

“damned” (1L 243, 352, 527), “venomous” (490), “damnable” (354), 

“vicious” (352), fierce” (355, 7L 464), “fiendish” (1L 355), 

“frightful” (542), “rotten” (2L 96), “violent” (479), “vile” (508, 6L 

594), “pernicious” (2L 256). Along with colds he named other 

persistent illnesses, with interchangeable terms: grippe, influenza, 

’flu, pneumonia, asthma, and especially bronchials or broncs. There 

is one illness that he mentions only three times, twice to minimise it. 

Slowly recovering from pneumonia in 1911, he remarks that he will 

have to give up his teaching job because “the doctor says I mustn’t 

go to school again or I shall be consumptive” (1L 337). He states in 

September 1913, “I was pretty ill two years ago … with pneumonia 

– which was the third time I’ve had it. So that my lungs are crocky, 

but I’m not consumptive … I am not really afraid of consumption, I 

don’t know why – I don’t think I shall ever die of that” (2L 72‒3). 

On 14 February 1930, two weeks before his death, he writes that he 

has had a “very slight tubercular trouble, but the x-ray shows that 

that would not trouble me at all, if only we could get the bronchial-

asthmatic condition better” (7L 648).2 

 Especially during Lawrence’s three major times of illness, the 

letters brought home to me how astounding it is that he lived as long 

as he did. Indeed, they greatly increased my admiration and respect 

for Lawrence – for how he hung on, and for how much he produced 

while doing so. In autumn 1911 he developed that full-blown 

pneumonia in Croydon. As reported by Ada, who was nursing him, 

it was touch and go by the end of November (1L 328 n. 2). He did 

not send letters again for more than two weeks and was not yet sitting 

up after seventeen days in bed; a few days later he could sit up for 

only a half hour, and by mid-December he managed but an hour. 

When he succeeded in struggling into his trousers, and walking into 
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the bathroom, the efforts tired him out (342). Late in the month 

Lawrence took a little walk outside for the first time, but by early 

January 1912, he was in a convalescent centre. The following month 

he wrote that he was “very decent in health: just the little twists and 

turns of ordinary convalescence”, adding that he was looking better 

than he had six months ago and had gained some weight (1L 367). 

But in March he noted that he had been “knocked up since October” 

(370). He expressed his reaction to illness in general at the beginning 

of this particular siege: “I loathe to be an invalid – It is nearly 

unendurable to have to wait for one’s strength to come back … I hate 

to be waited on, and to be treated gently. If ever I am ill again I shall 

die of mortification” (343). 

 Lawrence did not die during the ’flu pandemic, but he was 

mortified. He began to comment on the prevalence of the virus in 

July 1918, when he reported from Mountain Cottage in the Midlands 

that there was “raging influenza – but not just here” (3L 262).3 By 

early the next month he said, “I believe I’m going to have that Flu – 

my nose hurts” (272). By October he had grown a beard “for the good 

of [his] throat” (291). “I suspect myself of having Flu, though it may 

only be temper”, he said in December (304). And to Catherine 

Carswell, on learning that her husband had the ’flu, “It is very bad in 

these parts also – think I’ve got a touch – but slight … It is a little 

plague, I’m sure” (306). Between December 1918 and March 1919, 

both he and Frieda were sick, and not just a little. Lawrence called it 

a cold, but for him it persisted. In February he was at Ada’s in Ripley, 

where she cared for him. On 2 March he wrote, “I have been 

struggling with the Flu for a month, and am still in bed, – am getting 

better: a very nasty disease” (331). He had not been downstairs in a 

long time, only “creeping” down at teatime for an hour (335). In mid-

March his account revealed the severity of his illness: “I am feeble 

now because the doctor says I was run down to start with, and have 

been very ill – for two days he said he feared I should not pull 

through. But doctors – bah!” (337). The next day he admitted that he 

“nearly died with that damned Flu, and its complications” (338); and 

in April 1919 he again commented that he had “nearly shuffled off 
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the mortal coil” and was still tiring easily (347, 351). Lawrence 

suffered yet another ’flu infection in November 1921 and stated in 

February 1922 that it had lingered all winter and he did not feel “quite 

[him]self even now. It is a misery” (4L 192). 

 Misery continued. Lawrence had been spitting blood at least since 

August 1924, in New Mexico – his “accursed hemorrhages”, as he 

called them (6L 175) – and was still complaining of a “sore chest and 

thick throat” the next month (5L 88 n. 2, 89, 124‒5). He yearned to 

go south, but once in Mexico City, both he and Frieda contracted 

“grippe”, which he sometimes called a “bad cold” (156, 160): 

Mexico City, he said, was “reeking with influenza” (157). Although 

Lawrence later testified that his “raw chest” was “nearly healed up” 

from being away from New Mexico’s high altitude, he remarked on 

yet another problem in February 1925: “tail-end of my influenza got 

tangled up with a bit of malaria in my inside – very unpleasant. But 

with quinine injections, much better already” (168, 210). However, 

he was still in bed, and could “hardly stand” (212). It seems as if 

Lawrence couldn’t win: the high altitude and cold temperatures on 

the Taos ranch affected his health, but so did the “hot winter sun” of 

Mexico: “I was tied down by flue [sic] and malaria: am simply green! 

That’s what tropics and high altitudes do for you” (213, 214).4 To his 

American publisher he commented that he “thought [he’d] die” 

(221). 

 Through June 1925 Lawrence was weak, shaky, coughing, and 

feverish, on and off ‒ mostly on. He was “beginning to be [him]self 

again”, he insisted, but by the autumn he was in bed in Nottingham 

(5L 269, 315). In early 1927 he contracted a relentless case of ’flu, 

reporting that it had been “nagging at me these last three weeks – 

seeming to get better, then coming back worse” (655). Lawrence 

attributed his susceptibility to illness to his nationality and age: as he 

said in September 1927, of his bouts with his bronchials, “it is a thing 

Englishmen are liable to, and especially at my age, and it usually lasts 

a year or two. But I count it 2½ years since that go in Mexico – I’ve 

never really been right since” (6L 154). A few months before, to his 
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mother-in-law, he had downplayed the situation, insisting that he was 

“much better, almost as in the past, only always a touch of bronchitis. 

But they say, an Englishman of 40 is almost always bronchial” (5L 

411). He also attributed his “catarrh trouble” to his childhood case of 

measles (6L 179). Anything other than tuberculosis. 

 I have mentioned that Lawrence took quinine injections for his 

malaria. In 2020, when many in our countries are ill from this 

coronavirus, and we do not yet have a vaccine, we also take measures 

to treat the affliction by whatever means at our disposal.5 (I note 

parenthetically, at one point the US president even pondered 

injecting bleach right into the veins – but, as Lawrence once said in 

another context, “Americans are just as stupid as we expected” [1L 

343]). Lawrence tried various medicines and regimens over the years 

to combat his illnesses, and his letters read like a veritable 

pharmacopeia. Between 1916 and 1930 he mentions so many would-

be palliatives that I have no time to list much less to detail them. 

Suffice it to say that there was quite an array of delivery systems in 

addition to injections: lozenges, liquids, capsules, powders, 

ointments, oils, diets, inhalations. He was determined to get his 

“weak places … hardened up … They’ve nagged me all my life, off 

and on in bad bouts and mild”; so he stated that he was “going to try 

all the things to see what can be done” (6L 154). As he wrote in 

autumn 1926 to Gertie Cooper, a childhood friend who was in a 

sanitorium for her tuberculosis, “The thing for you to do is simply to 

make up your mind to do everything to be well”; “I’m glad you’re 

such a good patient. It’s a weariness, being in bed. But then, anything 

for a cure!” (5L 541, 582). Lawrence himself was in bed at that time, 

with a “cold”. Bed rest was also medicinal, in other words, and he 

sure took a lot of that medicine. Anything for a cure. 

 The toll that Lawrence’s illnesses took on his body was for me 

one of the most poignant aspects of his letters. For much of his life 

he was able to do hard physical labour, and to walk miles and miles 

over rough terrain. In 1908, having come in from the hayfields, 

where he worked for a fortnight with his friend Alan Chambers, 
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Lawrence luxuriated in the robust health that the labour and 

weightlifting had afforded him: 

 

I can pick alongside a big experienced man; indeed I am fairly 

strong; I am pretty well developed; I have done a good deal of 

dumb-bell practice. Indeed, as I was rubbing myself down in the 

late twilight a few minutes ago, and as I passed my hands over 

my sides where the muscles lie suave and secret, I did love 

myself. I am thin, but well skimmed over with muscle ... (1L 65) 

 

Even though in early September 1910 he had a cold, he reported to 

Louie Burrows that on Saturdays he walked 15‒20 miles (179). In 

February 1923, Frieda told her mother with some amazement that 

Lawrence, in spite of a cold, had “chopped ice for hours in a frozen-

over brook!” (4L 396). In September 1927 she exclaimed that 

“Lorenzo was cutting wood” (6L 149). In Lawrence’s opinion, “My 

health is quite all right. People like to exaggerate my delicacy” (3L 

540). He maintained to Ada, “I’ve always been under weight and am 

much lighter built than doctors will allow” (6L 179).  

 But slenderness devolved with illness into worrisome 

debilitation. In Mexico in 1925, Lawrence was “too feeble to rough 

it … I am pale green and no longer fat … I get thinner and thinner” 

(5L 214‒15). As Frieda described, he was so feeble and thin that he 

“looked like the shadow of a white rose-leaf!” (218). In 1927 

Lawrence told Ada that he could sympathise with Gertie Cooper’s 

desire to be able to enjoy eating again (643). After examination by 

the doctor in charge of the baths at Baden-Baden, he reported to 

Emily,  

 

I don’t weigh enough – but I never did. He wants me to go into a 

sanitorium for two months, just to build up. But my Florence 

doctor, one of the best in Italy, said there was no need to go into 

a sanitorium, especially if I could eat with appetite. And I’m just 

getting my appetite back ... (6L 177).  
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In a letter to Catherine Carswell in which he related his recent 

medical history, he declared, “am still not myself – don’t want to eat 

– but am much better”; two weeks later, to his sister-in-law, he noted 

progress: “I eat more joyfully” (6L 187, 198). Yet after Emily visited 

him in spring 1928, she evidently gave a gloomy report to Ada, 

because Lawrence then reassured Ada that he was “fatter” (387). He 

insisted to Maria Huxley in December 1929, “Not that I’m thinner or 

weaker – only the asthma is so maddening” (7L 591). Less than a 

month before his death, Lawrence wrote, “The doctors don’t seem to 

think my case desperate … I have no fever – and weigh under 45 kgr. 

– 90 lb. But I think I’ll be all right” (643). For a man standing about 

5’9”, he was emaciated. 

 Understandably, when he was ill, Lawrence was often 

“downcast” (5L 391). He told Louie in 1911 that “[his] cold had not 

quite gone, and [had] left [him] rather low” (1L 245). He wrote to 

Edward Garnett in December 1912, “I’ve got a cold, which no doubt 

accounts for the blues. It seems there’s nothing to do but go on, like 

a candle guttering and clinging in a draught. I’m sorry for myself just 

now” (489). All his colds and other ailments led Lawrence to 

frequently employ a favoured negative descriptor for how he felt: 

“seedy”, as in “I was seedy in Bucks, and so black in spirit” (2L 271). 

Some other random comments over the years, to various 

correspondents, expressed his dark mood: “I have never felt so down 

in the mud in all my life” (3L 330); “I am a wretched object like a 

drowned ghost creeping downstairs to tea – properly hate my 

condition, I can tell you” (335); “I’ve been malarial and down in the 

mouth for about ten days, feeling as if I’d never rouse up again” (6L 

55‒6); “I feel rather depressed. My bronchials are such a nuisance, 

and I don’t feel myself at all” (203). 

 Yet even during periods of depression, Lawrence confronted his 

illnesses with defiance, boldness and humour, in part to buoy himself 

and in part to allay the worries of his correspondents. A prime 

example is found in a lighthearted message to Louie in December 

1910: 
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Now look here about my health: always abuse me if I say I’m 

sick; I’m never ill unless I want to luxuriate in a little bath of 

sympathy. I shall never die unless I fling wide my arms and say, 

Hamlettian – ‘Come death etc’; or unless some stilettoed sickness 

steal behind me and stick me unaware: which is very unlikely, 

being well trained as I am in the habits of these bravados. I have 

a pallid and Cassius aspect, but I’m like a birch tree, tenacious in 

the extreme. (1L 206‒7) 

 

Tenacious in the extreme: what a marvellous – and accurate – self-

description. I noted earlier that in 1911 Lawrence lamented, “I have 

the struggle of my life to keep off the sick list”. I left off what he 

immediately added: “– but I manage it” (228). This is a key phrase 

for understanding and appreciating D. H. Lawrence.  

 To manage, he marshalled a variety of coping skills. In 1915 he 

commented that his Rananim, the ideal society he hoped to establish, 

was to be based on “inside things” rather than “outside things, 

money, property” (2L 280). Years later he elaborated, “The things 

one cares about are all inside, like seeds in the ground in winter” (6L 

329). Lawrence possessed many “inside things” – traits, habits of 

mind – that kept him going. A major one was sheer stubborn tenacity, 

or perseverance, determination, fighting spirit ‒ take your pick of 

terms. It certainly was a struggle for him to manage his sicknesses, 

but struggle he would and did: “I know so well what it is to fight with 

pain and struggle on from day to day”, he said near the end of his 

life; but, as he had put it years earlier, “I, for my part, am going to 

struggle like the devil to establish my health” (7L 166; 1L 270). 

When learning of the suicide of another writer, he exclaimed, “Why 

should one let the cursedness of circumstances bowl one out? There’s 

something in hanging on like a bull-dog, because you’ve shut your 

teeth in the rear of this damned craven life” (2L 28‒9). He instructed 

Ottoline Morrell in 1915 to tell Bertrand Russell that “he is not to 

write lachrymose letters to me of disillusion and disappointment and 
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age … Tell him he is to get up and clench his fist in the face of the 

world” (366‒7). 

 Lawrence was often in a fighting mood, against those he called 

the “censor-moron[s]” (6L 613), against agents and publishers, 

against friends who became foes, only to become friends again (well, 

some of them anyway). As he said in May 1927, “I shall go out into 

the world again, to kick it and stub my toes. It’s no good my thinking 

of retreat: I rouse up … My business is a fight, and I’ve got to keep 

it up” (6L 71‒2). He wrote to Dorothy Warren, who was showing his 

paintings in her London gallery, “Don’t get downhearted, that’s the 

worst. And it’s good for you to have a fight for your gallery – as it’s 

good for me to fight for my things, as I have to” (536). “In the grave 

I will find my peace”, he once declared, “First let me fight and win 

through” (4L 532). Frieda, no stranger to feistiness herself, 

commented that “the fighting does his soul good!” (6L 487). 

 Lawrence may not have had a tough body, but, as he remarked in 

1913, “If one writes one must have a tough soul and put up with 

things, and keep grinding on” (2L 28). “I’m feeble but unconquered” 

(4L 424), he said another time. Similar comments later on include: 

“There’s nothing to be done but set one’s teeth and get oneself really 

well – then one can make a new start” (6L 155). “My cough is as 

ever: but I’m no worse: really rather well, I think. Does me good to 

feel furious about the novel” (353 [Lady Chatterley’s Lover, of 

course]). “Nothing enrages me like not getting well. I think I must 

have a robust temper, in spite of chests” (220). “I want really to try 

and get myself better … and I want to lay hold of life again properly” 

(261). “We’re not dead yet. We’ll still show the world what’s what” 

(406). When the medicines his sister sent him were not proving 

efficacious, he continued with them: as he said, “if persistence does 

it, let’s try persistence” (350). 

 Along with persistence Lawrence called on its sister trait, 

patience. True, many aspects of his life made him impatient, and that 

includes his illnesses. As he complained in autumn 1927, “I still 

cough too much and am rather feeble: which makes me very 

impatient” (6L 221). But he advised Gertie Cooper to have “patience 
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and courage!” till she was well (5L 610). He had already shown this 

capacity when he wrote to Frieda in 1912, regarding their tenuous 

situation with her husband: “But it’s like being ill: there’s nothing to 

do but shut one’s teeth and look at the wall and wait” (1L 388). From 

Baden-Baden, where he had been taking an “inhalation cure”, he 

said, “I believe I really am going to get myself solid, with patience – 

but always it takes time” (6L 175). To another friend he wrote, in 

May 1928, “it’s slow work getting back to my old self, and the cough 

is tiresome. Still, I think I’m on the way all right – patienza!” (393). 

To Ada, a few weeks before his death: “This is the slow winding up 

of an old way of life. Patience – and we’ll begin another, somewhere 

in the sun” (7L 187). 

 This last remark is indicative of one of Lawrence’s most 

pronounced personality traits: optimism. Perhaps this attitude was 

born of desperation, but whether innate or developed, the approach 

served him as yet another coping strategy. In early 1927 he wrote, 

“have got a cold now, but if the sun will only shine, it will go” (5L 

629). In the dictionary, the meaning of “seedy” as feeling under the 

weather is sixth in the list of six; the first meaning is abounding in 

seeds. That meaning fits Lawrence too. He refers to seediness in its 

positive sense when he describes his hope for change, both personal 

and societal: in November 1916, he feels like “a seed that is shoving 

at its integument” (3L 43). Expressing his wish for a passport, and 

his hopes for a new life in America, he tells Lady Cynthia Asquith in 

January 1917, “I will go far away and make a little new world, like a 

seed which drops in a fertile soil” (70); the same association of seeds 

with new life appears in letters that month to other correspondents 

(72, 80). Gardening in Cornwall, when his seeds have come up, 

“makes [him] happy” (119, 121); inevitably he uses a nature 

metaphor when writing to a friend in May: “I am in bed for a few 

days, but reviving like a plant after rain” (127). To another, during 

his bout with influenza, “The spring is coming, the sun shines. I do 

want to lay fresh hold on life, and start off in a new direction” (333). 

Spring seems to magnify Lawrence’s hopefulness; as he says about 
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this season, “The principle of life is after all stronger than the 

principle of death” (118). 

 Lawrence chided Bertrand Russell in July 1915, about Russell’s 

draft lectures, “you must dare to be positive, not only critical” (2L 

361). Lawrence dared to be positive, whenever he could, which was 

often, in spite of his being down. In 1911, he wrote to Louie, “My 

health is so-so: I do not grumble ... I am very tolerably well, I thank 

you. I will be better” (1L 272). In January 1916, a letter to John 

Middleton Murry ended on another note of optimism: “I am always 

seedy nowadays – my old winter sickness and inflammation – very 

weary I get of it … But it is always darkest before the dawn” (2L 

507); and in a similar vein to Ottoline Morrell:  

 

For weeks it has gone on being ill, feeling more and more dark 

and deathlike. Then suddenly, yesterday and today, a sort of 

dawn, a strong dawn. I feel very queer, though, and tender; and 

my right arm and my right leg and my right side all weak, 

numbed, like a tiny bit of paralysis, and an effort even to hold a 

pen to write – but I have turned the corner now, for this year. For 

the rest of the year I shall be strong, I think. (512) 

 

“I think” translates, surely, as “I hope.” 

 The word “soon” pops up often over the years as an expression of 

hopefulness. He assures Louie that his “croaking of a crow” will 

“soon become a singing lark” (1L 223). To Amy Lowell, “still kept 

indoors by my inflammations but hope soon to be out” (2L 513). To 

S. S. Koteliansky, “Soon I shall be a Hercules, a Sampson” (530). To 

his agent, “I feel better – soon I shall begin to live, instead of 

hovering for ever on the borders of Hades” (513). In sum, as he put 

it in a letter detailing his various ailments, “But it will pass” (541). 

He chose to believe that improvement was always on the way. 

 Along with tenacity, patience and hopefulness, the letters reveal 

a sense of humour that may have relieved some pressure for him and 

also for his correspondents. In 1913 to Ada, “I had a cold, which 

resulted in my usual pippiness and sweetness” (1L 532); and to a 
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friend, “I have been seedy as the sickest ass that ever groaned” (534). 

In 1925 he had lost so much weight “there’d soon be no more me but 

my shoes” (5L 217). In April 1927 he reported, “I am sneezing 

myself in two” (6L 35). But he claimed, “I think I’m a tough and 

stringy bird” (7L 293). In spring 1929, word had gotten out how ill 

he had been in Paris: “True I had the Paris grippe … but on the whole 

I’m all right – not a bloomin’ carnation, but there” (7L 295). His 

letters to Harwood Brewster, teenage daughter of friends, always 

treat his illness lightly, as befitting her age and their relationship: “so 

now you’re seventeen and going to be a doctor, so hurry up and cure 

my asthma, for you’ve only got half an Uncle David instead of a 

whole one” (427). And this: “I’ve had such a nasty sort of cold, laid 

me out, and am as weak as a rat and no happier – rats never look 

happy” (463). And this: “I feel as weak as a kitten, and not a nice 

fluffy bouncy little kitten, but a poor weak-legged miauling [sic] brat, 

that ought to fall down a well” (495). 

 Often the humour was darker. While he was in the Swiss Alps, in 

July 1928, he said that he “felt perfectly wretched, and made design 

for my tombstone in Gsteig churchyard, with suitable description: 

‘Departed this life, etc., etc. – He was fed up!’ However, last Friday 

… I decided to live a little longer” (6L 483). “No, I am not going to 

die just yet, I hope”, he wrote to another, “How anxious they must 

be to have me dead, my fellow scribes and countrymen! I won’t 

oblige if I can help” (7L 298). Lawrence put a fine point on that 

sentiment in August 1929: his friends had “determined I shall die. So 

of course I shall live a hundred years, and put wreaths on all their 

graves” (417). As the months advanced, even when Lawrence was 

so very sick, he could still manage a wry turn of phrase. In late 

December 1929 he reported, “my health is enough to depress the 

Archangel Michael himself” (605). 

 The attitude that Lawrence wanted most to cultivate, I think, was 

insouciance, defined as a lighthearted nonchalance – not being 

overly concerned. He told Katherine Mansfield, in December 1918, 

“One wants to be nice and easy and insouciant” (3L 309). In Italy in 
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autumn 1919 he remarked on the “blessed insouciance” of the 

Italians (422). Regarding Lady Chatterley’s Lover, he said that he 

wanted to show in that novel the “re-entry into life of … the old 

phallic insouciance” (6L 410). And he advised Harry Crosby to 

“keep a little sun-spot of insouciance somewhere inside you. I’m sure 

one of the great secrets of the sun is a strong insouciance, in the 

middle of him, where no-one breaks in on him” (7L 246). Lawrence 

expressed this idea of holding himself apart from bad circumstances 

in other ways as well. To an acquaintance he said that there was no 

“cure for depression except to feel downright devil-may-care” (4L 

240). And to Ada, with reference to their friend Gertie’s illness but 

surely to his as well, one should “not fret nor worry nor despond” 

(5L 631).  

 Imagine how hard it was for him not to fret. In the final two years 

of Lawrence’s life, it was the cough that he found “beastly” (6L 436, 

457; 7L 205), “a curse” (6L 458), “the devil” (481), “accursed” (498), 

“infernal” (522). He coughed constantly (and was turned out of a 

French hotel because of it [428]); no wonder he said the cough 

“torment[ed]” him (457, 527). Yet he very frequently named it with 

a mild term, a nuisance, as in “not a death cough at all, but an 

unspeakable nuisance” (522). Or “Cough rather a nuisance, so don’t 

walk much, but eat well and sleep well and feel alright in myself” 

(7L 293). I found that this understating word “nuisance” was 

matched by a favourite phrase that he also applied to his illnesses 

throughout the letters, from early to late: “a bit of”. A letter to Louie 

in September 1911 is typical: “I’ve got a cold like hell … feel as if 

my long pipe were a stove chimney got red hot” – yet he calls it a 

“bit of a cold” at the end of the letter (1L 306). I suspect these 

minimising word choices were yet another tool in his arsenal for 

dealing with his illnesses, the closest he could come to unconcern.  

 Frieda complained to Edward Garnett in 1913 that even when 

Lawrence was “so seedy” he kept working like a “writing machine” 

(1L 549). Although she was not happy about that expenditure of 

effort, Lawrence later told Frieda’s mother that “working hard” is 

“healthy” (5L 622). On the other hand, to a friend in September 1927 
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he related, “I’m not working at all. It’s much better when I don’t 

work … I am simply concentrating now on getting my bronchials 

hardened up” (6L 154‒5). This assertion notwithstanding, I found 

that Lawrence was pretty much always working on one project or 

another. Before rereading the letters, I used to picture him writing 

outdoors, sitting somewhere under a tree, perhaps on the Taos ranch 

or at Mountain Cottage or in Taormina. Now, I am more inclined to 

picture Lawrence writing in bed, sitting up against the pillows and 

creating, editing, proofing, or conducting business … and always 

writing letters, letters, letters.  

 There were many times when Lawrence and Frieda had lots of 

company, even when he was ill. Yet over the years it seems he was 

often much alone in his room, in bed. Those letters surely served as 

a lifeline to others, a crucial means of human contact. Today we may 

not be reaching out to the wider world with handwritten letters, but 

we are engaging with others through various modern technologies. 

How lucky we are to have those options available to us as we deal 

with the unprecedented suggestion or even mandate to stay put. If we 

are hunkering down in a home with space, all the better: as Lawrence 

wrote to Mabel Luhan, stating a preference about the 

accommodations she promised him in New Mexico, “not too small, 

if it can be avoided – the house. We both like to keep sufficiently 

clear of one another” (4L 269). Many today who have had to stick 

close to home with family, for school and work, might also wish they 

could get clear of so much togetherness.  

 But on this point there is a major difference between then and 

now, Lawrence and us. Lawrence was often confined to his bed, yet 

that bed was not confined to a particular locale. Would he have lived 

longer if he had stayed in one place? We are advised to shelter as 

much as possible, and to wear masks when we are out and about. 

Likewise, Lawrence told Emily in May 1927, “Now I’ve got a cold 

on my chest, as usual, after the broiling heat. I shant [sic] risk 

traveling till it’s better – too many people ill” (6L 51). Then again, 

as he said in June 1922: “it’s better to travel … and feel one moves 
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in life, than to sit still in nothingness” (4L 258). In April 1928, he 

contemplated “sail[ing] around the world. I think it would do me 

good” (6L 377). With our own trips cancelled or postponed, and our 

worlds narrowed, we can relate to the wish to travel, and to the notion 

that it would do us good.  

 We can also relate to the need for positivity. In letters to Gertie 

Cooper in her sanitorium in late 1926, Lawrence urged her to “keep 

as chirpy as you can” and confided that if he could rewrite The 

Widowing of Mrs Holroyd he would make the ending “more 

cheerful”: “I hate miserable endings, now”, he claimed (5L 634, 

610). Though he knew only too well that “no sort of life is all honey” 

(4L 384), he believed that “we can’t always suck lemons” (509). Lots 

of us, myself included, suck lemons these days. We would do well to 

heed Lawrence’s good advice, applicable to our own trying times, 

from a letter of November 1928: “We can’t have life just as we want 

it, so if we have space and peace and freedom and food, we ought to 

be jolly thankful, and possess our souls. So many people have so 

much less” (6L 609). And when a doctor prescribed bed rest, 

Lawrence made the best of it: he could “sit in bed and read or do my 

poems and look at the sea and see the sun set, so I am not unhappy 

… one should live and be happy” (2L 516). Another piece of good 

advice for us, to take stock of what we still can do instead of so often 

complaining about what we can’t. 

 Lawrence maintained hope for his cheerful ending, in spite of the 

odds against it. Near the end of April 1928, he told his publisher that 

he wanted to finish his Etruscan book but he didn’t “feel any too 

robust”. Yet, after his signature, he included the line “The phœnix 

rises from the nest in flames”, with an accompanying drawing of the 

mythological bird (6L 377). This was the design that he had made for 

the cover of the privately printed Lady Chatterley. There is no doubt 

that he thought the symbol applied to him personally: “I nearly put 

the motto: ‘I rise up’ – under the bird”, he told his London agent, the 

“I” suggesting himself as well as the bird (333).6 Surely it is no 

coincidence that he gave John Middleton Murry “my same phœnix” 

seal when he came back deathly ill from Mexico three years earlier 
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(346). To his bibliographer, Edward McDonald, he wrote, “I’m 

afraid most people’s nests are too wet to burn, nowadays!” (408). 

Lawrence, in contrast, burned with a hot fire all his life, and 

deliberately, desperately, fanned the embers with a variety of 

strategies every time the fire threatened to go out. Eventually he had 

no more breath to blow on those embers. But we can be inspired in 

our own time of pandemic by his resilience and perseverance, his 

humor and hopefulness, and his engagement in work that gave his 

life meaning. Our presence here today, on the 135th anniversary of 

Lawrence’s birth, testifies to those qualities that kept his phoenix 

rising again, and again, and again. 
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