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I also used larger cards throughout my time at Oxford to write down quotations that 
interested me, but not ones which I would learn for my examinations.  
 

“In every human soul there is a socialist and an individualist, an authoritarian and 
a fanatic for liberty, as in each there is a Catholic & a Protestant” (R.H. Tawney – 
Religion & Capitalism, p.212) – November 1961 

 
Philosophy – The Soul 

 
One Nature, perfect and pervading, circulates in all natures.  
One Reality, all-comprehensive, contains within itself all realities.  
The one Moon reflects itself wherever there is a sheet of water,  
And all the moons in the waters are embraced within the one Moon.  
The Dharma-body (the Absolute) of all the Buddas enters into my own being.  
And my own being is found in union with theirs … 
The Inner Light is beyond praise & blame;  
Like space it knows no boundaries,  
Yet it is ever here, within us, ever retaining its serenity & tallness.  
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It is only when you hunt for it that you lose it;  
You cannot take hold of it, but equally you cannot get rid of it,  
And while you can do neither, it goes on its own way.  
You remain silent and it speaks; you speak, and it is dumb;  
The great gate of charity is wide open, with no obstacles before it.  
Young-chia-Ta-shih (Perennial Philosophy – November 1961)  

 
Philosophy – The soul 

 
When a man follows the way of the world, or the way of the flesh, or the way of 
tradition (i.e. when he believes in religious rites and the letter of the scriptures, as 
though they were intrinsically sacred), Knowledge of Reality cannot arise in him.  
Shankora (Perennial Philosophy) November 1961 

 
Systems of life Philosophy 

 
“It requires great energy of mind to create a system, it requires even greater not to 
become the slave of a creation. To become the slave of a system in life is not to 
know when to ‘hang up philosophy’, not to recognise the final triumph of 
inconsequence; in philosophy it is not to know when the claims of comprehension 
outweigh those of coherence. (Oakeshott, introduction (xv) to Hobbes Leviathen) 
 

 
Letters 

 
 During my last summer term at Oxford, as I prepared for and took my final exams, 
the intense relationship with Penny continued, but started to subside. There are hints 
and traces of a mutual acceptance that things had changed, but also perhaps an 
understanding that having given Penny so much support during her entrance exams, 
she would make a last strong effort to support me in these difficult days. The fact that 
the early urgency was draining away is shown by the fact that within a few weeks after 
the end of term Penny had left for Italy and we were ‘just good friends’.  
 I shall include just a few of Penny’s letters in this final set. In fact she wrote more 
frequently to me, some 18 letters from her survive with only 13 from me. But many of 
her letters were just short notes of encouragement. I only give an indication of the 
poems and prose attached to the letters, and have only included some of the letters I 
wrote.  

There are no letters from me to my parents for this period – I was obviously 
immersed in exams, and the few letters I probably wrote have disappeared. I shall just 
give my mother’s letters to me, and two from Julie, who had not written for some 
months and who came up to see me just after exams.  

 
 Cherideo May 9th 1963 
  
My dear Alan,  
 Ten o clock of a hot May morning, I've already been for a long walk with the dogs, had two cold 
showers and drunk six glasses of water and feel the day ought to be nearing its end instead of just 
beginning. I should be going to the hospital now but have a tummy upset so am giving it a miss. My 
work there has achieved some springs on the doors so that the flies are kept out, and five women have 
been sterilised so I feel I am achieving something though it’s only a drop in the ocean of need...  
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I have been writing round about getting you a job, no answers so far but I am told there would be 
no difficulty in your getting a lecturer's post at Gauhati University if all else fails, the Vice Chancellor 
is an Englishman whom I hope to see soon as I'm planning to go to an Assamese wedding if I can face 
the bus trip to Gauhati. We shall be able to give a bit of help with your passage out as we are being 
given new cars by the company which means we can sell our old one, won’t get much for it but will 
probably be about £100 to the good. 

 Apart from the Bish's visit this hasn’t been a very eventful week, the tea is piling up so Daddy 
is more and more involved in the factory and my daily round is much the same. I am half way through 
Sir Thomas Roe (I see his letters are in the Bodleian) and finding him great fun, he came to India 
when the position of the factors at Surat was very precarious, and his job for three years was to follow 
the Moghul Emperor Jehangir around trying to get him to sign some definite contract to protect the 
English from the Portuguese and the Indian customs officials. He was determined to impress everyone 
with the dignity of his position, which was pretty hard going as to the Moghuls and in fact Indians 
generally, traders were only one class above servants and though they were all polite nobody had any 
intention of taking him seriously. It is all so amusing one is inclined to forget how brave these lone 
Englishmen were, trekking across India and braving fevers and famines, and then living in Oriental 
courts so magnificently barbarous that every day must have been a hazard. Roe, who had been a friend 
of Sir W. Raleigh, had to live in "a house of mud" and the only presents he got were "whyld hogge" 
though the whole place was dripping in jewels and gold...  
 Hope you aren’t getting nerves & the revision isn’t proving too vast, take some tranquillisers if you 
feel you need them, my little mauve heart-shaped pills are wonderful for about 2 hours & would be 
just the thing for an interview but you’d better see what effect they have on you first! They make me feel 
tall, fair & elegant & completely confident though this might be dangerous in an exam! When exactly 
do you “sit”? 
 Much love from us both – Mummy  
  

The first of Penny’s letters I shall include was written from London on Monday 
[13th May] 
 
How are you sweetheart? Did you enjoy the party, or did you go to bed early? I really had a marvellous weekend 
with you, and now am sad that I may not be seeing you for over four weeks. But after your finals are over, we 
could make whoopee, and visit the places that alternatively one of us has postponed seeing. I found out today that 
I shall have to leave Harvey Nis earlier than I had expected…. I will have about two weeks free before going to 
Perugia.  
 Erick [sic] and I finally arranged where to meet on Tuesday… I’ll write to Carrie & Sally tonight, and 
perhaps Jo too. …  
 Look after yourself sweetheart – I love you as much as ever, altho’ perhaps we are now both wiser about the 
future. Thank you very much for the brooch. It is exquisitely beautiful, and was admired last night and thro’out 
today. I shall always value it as a token of our love and affection.  
 Tumnus, would you please have some post-card size copies made from the negatives of me? I don’t have 
many photos of me at this young, healthy, age, and should like to posses some. I’ll pay you for them when I next 
see you – oh when will be the day?? – together with the six shillings I owe you.  
 Darling, darling Tumnus, please don’t worry excessively about the finals. And DON’T OVER WORK. 
You did enough last term, unlike many of your friends, and therefore you don’t need to work as desperately as 
they are doing now. And if you want some relaxation, you know that you can either come up to London or 
summon me to wherever you are.  
 

My next letter, with its recognition that our relationship had changed, was a day 
later on Tuesday [14th May]  
 
 Thank you for your sweet letter. Yes, it was a nice week-end, tho, as ever, I moped around. Perhaps I will 
be better company when the cloud has gone. I have been round to thank Geraldine & enclose a letter from Jane 
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– I went round to thank her this afternoon but she was not in – nor were Carry & Sally when I went round to 
them.  
 I enclose a poem by e.e.c [e.e.cummings] – the one you asked for. I will send the whole of his work soon. It 
makes me sad – as it reminds me of our last few minutes together – perhaps for another 4 weeks? I still love you 
too my poppet, and I agree that tho’ things have changed – there is no need for sorrow.  
 I am not working very hard at the moment – as you say there’s no point in getting hysterical and I reckon 
that I have paid enough sacrifice for this exam without going mad as well. It has cut me off from many of my 
friends & what is worse it is precariously near cutting me off from God – for materialism as someone pointed 
out – is not a disbelief in spiritual things, but a loss of interest in them consequent on an absorption on earthly 
matters. It will be a heavy loss if I get a good 2nd and lose my soul! I must keep the old flame flickering – even 
if it it’s only by reading poetry & going for walks. Today is leaden, but the purple & white lilacs are still 
beautiful and I can dream of “the whisper of the seas among the furthest Hebrides” if I get too sated with 
Oxford.  
   
Enclosed the e.e. cummings poem: 
 
Anyone lived in a pretty how town 
(with so many floating many bells down)… 
 

The next of Penny’s letters was written on Thursday [May 16th] 
 
Thank you for your letter. It is marvellous that your spirit is so calm and reassured – it is the only way to tackle 
these damn exams. Don’t worry about your soul. The spiritual conflicts may be difficult for you, but I am 
confident that never, throughout your life, will you stop seeking, nor will you, especially, succumb to 
materialism.  

‘I Must Be Talking to my Friends’, Michael Mac Liammoir’s survey of Irish literature, was superb. He 
had a wonderful voice range, and he acted as old women, young lovers, and fops with equal verve. Alone, M. 
M-L held the complete attention of his audience for over three hours, while he savoured the tragedy and comedy 
of Ireland’s progress, lyrical and grotesque, wayward & pitiful, blood-stained and laughing”, from an ancient 
to a modern civilisation. Perhaps this was due to his own poetic genius – I wonder if a volume of his poetry is 
available.  

I hope Erik was not too tired, afterwards, for his interviews the next day. Send him my love, and ask him 
from me how they went.  

I have just written a note to Mark, telling him not to work so hard. Also, would you give the enclosed letter, 
for the flat-mates, to Paul? 

Send my love to all your friends.  
 

The next letter from my mother is dated May 17th, Cherideo: 
 
My dear Alan,  
 Thank you for your letter describing your visit to London, Mrs M sounds just like Penny and I’m sure I’d 
like her a lot. There seems to have been a hitch over my letters as Fiona also mentioned not hearing, but I write 
every week without fail, the only entries in my diary are “Wrote Alan” etc. I haven’t had any replies to my 
enquiries about you here, but nobody ever answers letters for months in Assam. I hope to go to Shillong on June 
2nd and will go and see Dr Verrier Elwin then, and also the Vice Principal of Gauhati University. You will 
probably have changed all your ideas by now, but never mind, can always cancel things. The only snag might be 
that we will have thrown in the sponge ourselves, we wrote to the Board last week and said unless something 
was done about our salaries (which have just been lopped by Rs 600 a month due to tax and oddments) we 
would have no alternative but to resign…  

I feel a little depressed this morning after my visit to the hospital, my baby has measles and none of the 
women are interested in family planning… The Moghuls are more rewarding, I really feel I know Sir Thos 
Roe well and Jehangir and the lot of them, I will write an article when I’ve finished which I’ll send to you and 
you can read it and see if you think “History Today” would be interested. I’ve had no reply to my letter to the 
Hakluyt Society gent but am still hoping… …  
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I long to hear you and the coffee cantata … I hope you manage to get to the Cotswolds for a few days before 
the exam to get that peace and inspiration you need, this is the last big hurdle anyway, you really have had 
rather an orgy of exams this last few years, one forgets what its like to dread things that much and to have a date 
hanging over you, but you seem to be being sensible & fatalistic about it. Don’t forget to let us know when the 
exam is will you. I really will answer P[enny]’s letter this week, what are her next moves?  
 Lunchtime, roast beef & Yorkshire pudding, ug! What wouldn’t I do for a salad & a Guinness! 
 Much love – Mummy  
 

I wrote again to Penny on Sunday [May 19th] from Worcester College  
 

With two and a half weeks to go even the most calm among my friends are beginning to worry – you know 
that awful paralysed shivering feeling down one’s spine and the emptiness in one’s stomach! I know that there’s 
nothing really to worry about – but the worry is thoroughly irrational. I am doing less & less work – largely 
because I don’t seem to be able to concentrate. Also feel periodically depressed about other things – which tho’ 
they seem disconnected I suppose will vanish with the cloud – e.g. about the bomb, the death of my soul 
aforementioned etc. But today feel better and am reading poetry so don’t worry for me – thou’ you might pray for 
me? … 

I went to the Scala yesterday afternoon. First was ‘Through a Glass Darkly’ – marvellous as ever. You’ll 
no doubt know the story, but the agony of the girl schizophrenically torn between two worlds – between her 
husband and God – between her more-than-real dreams and her less than real life was stark & terrible, and for 
obvious reasons I felt this terrible tension especially. The faces of the girl and her younger brother were exquisite, 
strong bones yet soft and delicate. The horror of the scene in which God suddenly comes in through the door – 
and turns into a spider was awful.  
 The second film – a Polish (?) comedy – “Little Eva- had an adorable sex-kitten in it and some amusing 
touches – but it’s picture of innocence untouchable in the midst of crowds of kindly policemen & crooks was a 
little overdone. But there, I think I’m in too serious a mood for such things.  
 I have also been for some walks – one round by the Trout and down beside the ‘sparkling Thames’.  
  
Enclosed:  
 
(1st 3 verses of long poem by Charles Causley, ‘Survivor’s Leave’) 
 

‘The Song of Samuel Sweet.’ 
 
I live in the grassy meadow 
Where the little houses lie  

 
Worcester College, Date stamp [Thursday] 23rd May 
 
 My brain is quite numb with its burden of facts & theories – I hardly take in the beauties all around – for 
instance the joys of watching the trout up at Godstow in the warm water lazily chewing bits of floating grass or 
the strength of a chestnut stallion against the green of Port Meadow.  
 This afternoon I went to the last ¾s of “Les Enfants du Paradis” & came away dazed but delighted. I 
won’t attempt a trite description with terms such as ‘tragic, yet comic, sparkling, yet heavy with grief’ etc. You 
will just have to see it if you haven’t. I met Jo afterwards & went along & had tea with her. Christine has just 
got engaged so there is great rejoicing. I met the boy this afternoon – David someone, he seemed nice…  
   
P.S. One of my favourite of Wordsworth’s poems – I often quote the first line & it sums up my present state – 
yours too? 
 
Enclosed: 
 

 The world is too much with us; late & soon 
Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers: 
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… etc.  
 

Penny wrote on Saturday [25th May]:  
 
(Today, I write on pink paper to remind you of my early letters).  

 
How are you, my crxxpy man? Has your wild social life been sustaining your spirits? Wasn’t our conversation 
on Thursday strange? I am sure I was talking a great deal of nonsense, especially when I was encouraging you 
to flirt with that St H. girl. If you pursued any advantage in that field, I’d be wildly jealous, so you had better 
remain constant to me (while my eyes meanwhile are wandering this way or that” [small pictures of eyes – 
‘ho-ho!] What has been [written above ‘and still is’] marvellous about our affair, is that neither of us has 
ever inflicted any unhappiness upon the other. Really you are a darling man! 
 Today has been a very satisfactory day…. [exhibitions etc – at length] … 
 But now I am getting tired and my thoughts are growing hazy. I am going to tea with Judy Hudson 
tomorrow, which will be fun.1 
 Look after yourself and carry my love within you. Love to Erik, Mark, Peter etc. Also send my love to Ralph 
– do go over to see him. I’m sure that he, especially with his optimistic, “poohish’ outlook on the world, would 
keep you happy.  
PS Take time off on Monday to read this piece of Dame Edith, at her most bubbling and intoxicated.  
 
 My next letter to Penny is postmarked 26th May [Sunday] 
 
 I have been dipping into ‘Love & Death’ as you can see from my quotations. I hope to read it this afternoon 
when I laze on a punt and drift willow-veiled through the land of Mole and Ratty. I will also take ‘The 
Wind…’ with me – which I have borrowed from Ralph. It is a glorious day, with the old ladies basking and 
your hated swallows glittering from the eaves. It has been too beautiful this week; I went for an agonizing walk 
on Friday evening to the Victoria Arms & down to the Parks. The young trees and the evening sun and the 
warm sunlight on the tree-trunks and my shadow against the earth banks and the smell of growing hay and of 
willow-roots deep in the cool water and the stillness of the leaves and the lakes of butter-cups made me want to 
cry with delight and sadness. I was in the mood with which Powys is imbued – the bitter-sweet of beauty & 
mortality. Luckily I met Peter after my walk and talking to him soothed the rawness. Today looks as if it will 
be another such evening, but if I go walking it will be with Ralph & I am having lunch at the Perch with 
Peter...  

Mark is very dispirited and will hardly see anyone. Euan held a dinner-party yesterday at the Tudor 
Cottage – an inn at Iffley about 3 miles from Oxford – and all the gang were there – except Mark who said he 
was too tired etc. I must go & see him this morning. The party was fun – tho’ only Alistair & John Munks 
were very lively as it was a drowsy evening. We had sherry in Ralph’s room – drove out to this ‘Ye Olde’ place, 
had a plump meal of sweetbreds etc and then afterwards Peter Ralph and I had a look at the dimly lit Iffley 
Church. Amidst the darkness of the yews and the graves it was tall and very distant, and as in De la Mare’s 
‘Listeners’ we seemed to be intruders into the bat-haunted dusk where the strong Norman carving became soft in 
obscurity. Then we returned to coffee & brandy.  
 So the days pass by breathlessly and the fruits and the flowers and the stillness of evening blend into an ever 
richer harmony and youth flies and the thunder of the waves grows ever louder outside the sheltered reefs of this 
pleasant lagoon – and we desperately attempt “to squeeze life’s grape against our palate fine”. And what is left 
of us my darling? 
 The above isn’t really sad – so don’t sympathize – it is just dreamy reverie & clichéd at that – and a lousy 
letter. But forgive me poppy, look after yourself & love to your mamma.  
 

Enclosed are two quotes. 
 

                                                
1 . Judy Hudson was the girlfriend, of a limited kind, with whom I had broken up in spring 
1962 just before I met Penny. 
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For our tyme is a very shadow that passeth awaye, and after our ende there is no 
returnynge, for it is fast sealed, so that no man commeth agayne… The Boke of 
Wysdom.  
 
‘In the house of the moon where I was born 
They fed a silver unicorn 
On golden flowers of the sun.’ 
(From ‘Love & Death’) 

 
 Cherideo May 27th 
 
My dear Alan,  
 You will be very near the Time now, if not already embarked on your ordeal – it sounds like labour the way 
I’ve put it and I expect it feels like it too but the relief when it is all over is so exquisite that its almost worth it. 
As far as we’re concerned its of absolutely no importance what sort of degree you get or don’t get, my only regret 
now is that we couldn’t have let you have more money at Oxford so that you could have enjoyed the lighter side 
of life and not been worried about finances all the time, but there it is. We shant expect to hear from you till its 
all over and you’re home, you’ll need to hire Pooleys lorry to get you back or perhaps Richard will be able to 
help.  

I cant imagine that any of my doings will be of the least interest to you at the moment, I’m so cross that two 
of my letters went astray, one in which I sent ideas for jobs you could get here. I think a couple of months in a 
Kibbutz would be an excellent scheme, if you learnt fish rearing you would be able to give the chaps here a few 
tips, they have a sort of scheme at Sibsagar but it is very haphazard. I only hope the Chinese don’t knock all our 
ideas on the head, they are making menacing gestures again but its impossible to work out their reasoning. I’m 
off to Shillong next Sunday 2nd June…  

Is it too late for you to apply for a research grant I wonder, Dr Verrier Elwin has been very ill which is 
probably why he hasn’t answered my letter. I had a letter published in the Statesman last week about the burial 
mounds here… I have finished Sir T. Roe and am on to Peter Munday now, I was so sorry to leave Roe…  
My hospital work is fairly static now, but I think of F. Nightingale and take heart…  

Our thoughts & prayers will be with you, I’m quite sure you have nothing to worry about but that isn’t any 
comfort when one is already worried sick! Life does go on, with or without B.’s! All our love – Mummy  

 
A nostalgic letter from Julie was dated 27th May 1963 

 
Dearest Alikins,  
 Many thanks for your letter; I was so pleased to hear from you. I should have written to you before now, but 
I’m sure you know how I dislike the role of Ugly Sister, or Wicked-Step-mother-waiting-in the wings; and did 
not want to intrude on you until you made it clear that such an intrusion would be welcome. Also, I was very 
pleased to hear that Penny had passed on my message to you…  
 I passed thro’ Oxford about 10 days ago with Sally and another girl and two boys from the Courtauld. My 
parents were in Wales, so we drove to Blenheim in Mummy’s Wolsley. I did want to stop and see you and our 
friends, but there was no time. Sally and I both found it heart-breaking to pass through like that. I was driving, 
and I was so overcome that I had several narrow escapes. When we were passing Worcester, I thought I saw 
Alistair, and called to him delightedly. It was most unfortunate, because firstly it wasn’t Alistair, and secondly, 
I went straight into a stationary car. He must have thought me dotty, but he said the dent in the car was an old 
one, so we took his word for it, and hurried on! 
 Also, I nearly attended May-Morning with Pam, but at the last moment, decided not to, and then regretted 
it bitterly for days.  
 Sympathy. I don’t know if I deserve any sympathy… I’m not being very successful at the Courtauld… How 
exciting for you to be going to the Far East! I wish I could. … Sally and I spent a week on Lesbos with a 
charming and handsome boy… I am glad you are coming to London. I suppose you will stay with your uncle? 
Of course I shall not try to monopolise you, but hope there will be time for us to see each other a couple of times. 
I should love to come to Oxford, esp. to see ‘Ondine’, but I think that will be over. If I did, it would probably 
be Friday 21st for the weekend, if that’s all right with you. I expect Jo Benson would have me. But I don’t 
think it would be very pleasant if everyone will be leaving during those days, would it? I should think the 



 472 

weekend of the 14th would be a much better idea, but only if I can get enough revision done by then, to allow me 
to lose the 2-3 days before my exam, which is unlikely. If you’d ring me during a lull in the finals (or even just 
as soon as they are over) I could tell you then. It would certainly be lovely.  
 …. I shall certainly pray for you, esp. during your exams, tho’ honestly, I doubt the efficacy of my prayers 
right now! 
 Bonne Chance, and much love. Pusseybite.  
 

Penny wrote again on May 27th from London 
 
 Thank you for your exctatic [sic] letter and for all your love – I received both from Pam herself, and from 
Pam via Judy. I spent yesterday with Judy, and am quite delighted by this enchanting creature (She sends her 
love to you.) Had you managed to catch her, instead of me, you would have done very well for yourself. However 
you caught me, and did even better he-he – I wish I was more modest).  
 I received a short, but nice, note from Mark this morning. I earnestly hope that he manages to pull off the 
Granada television job… Luckily, sweetheart, I have no such fears for you. Your own tranquillity has sustained 
me whenever I have been thoroughly neurotic. It is wonderful you are so happy now. Keep it up, my sweeting.  
PS The enclosed poem may show you, though you’ve disbelieved me in the past, how difficult it will be for me 
ever to return to Oxford when you are not there.  
Enclosed a poem by Elizabeth Jennings: 
 

Absence 
 
I visited the place where we last met,  
Nothing was changed, the gardens were well-tended,  
The fountains sprayed their usual steady jet; 
There was no sign that anything had ended 
And nothing to instruct me to forget.  
 

[two more verses were included] 
 

I wrote again to Penny on Wednesday [29th May] 
 

Thank you for your two letters. I’m glad you’re having such a cultured time. I also am indulging in culture 
of another sort. I have permission to record the records of a friend & spent yesterday evening & the whole of 
today transferring 10 of Beethoven’s string quartets and a quantity of Schubert onto my tapes. At the moment 
‘Die Winterreisse’ is playing – it brings back memories, for I played it constantly last summer. How are things 
going sweetie? Have your straying eyes alighted on any worthy object? My attempt to carry out your instructions 
re. Linda were unsuccessful.  

I went to the college play on Monday – ‘The Dream of Peter Mann’ – it was most enjoyable, with some 
superb acting. Yesterday it was rained off, but Monday was a beautiful evening, with the Lake calm and the 
trees silent in the evening sun.  

I will be going off to the Cotswolds tomorrow – but write to Worcester as usual as I don’t know how long I 
will be away for.  

Poor Mark has gone home feeling very depressed I suppose. Peter is morose & very tired. There must be 
something wrong with this bxxxxy system somewhere to drive so many people to such depression.  

I will write at length from the Cotswolds. Look after yourself poppet & think of me. Will be seeing you in a 
couple of weeks! 

 
Two days later, on Friday (31st May) Penny wrote back about my letter, over-

interpreting it as being wretched, which it does not seem to be:  
 
 For Christ’s sake cheer up!! This last minute wretchedness of yours is fatal, nor is there any need for it. 
Your recent letters have been so happy, that this morning’s epistle almost astounded me. Also don’t be affected by 
Mark’s depression. Mark has always been neurotic, and is certainly not typical of most undergraduates. So take 
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FULL advantage of Burford, DON’T WORK, and read a couple of light novels – at this time they are more 
useful than poetry, which is often exhausting because of its intensity. Don’t forget, either, to go to this party on 
Sunday. Parties are marvellous just before exams. This is all my advice for the present, tumbling forth in a 
typical hickedy picked [sic] manner.  
 The concert on Wednesday was superb… [detailed description of] … Judy and I met for lunch today, 
and wandered around in the blazing heart of Knightsbridge and Piccadilly – hence my weariness.  

 
I wrote again to Penny on Sunday [2nd June], postmarked 4th June, from 

Worcester College 
 
 I was meaning to write to you this evening from Burford, but have just missed the 1.0 bus back there after 
coming down to Oxford for the party last night so will write now instead. First to answer you questions about 
addresses – Roy Collins, St John’s college and Michael Davies (Worcester) both start history schools on the 
same day as I. Eric thanks you for his letter & says he will be writing soon. Jenny hasn’t yet written back 
about his letter. Eric failed his interview [for a job in the Civil Service] in part, but has had another & 
they say he can take method B. which entails taking an almost identical exam to schools a week after he finished 
proper schools – he’s not sure whether he’ll do it. I saw Carry today – her exams are not going too badly. She 
hopes to see you after Wednesday this week. Finally, many thanks for several letters. It is nice to hear from you. 
I think of you often & miss you.  
 As you, even in London, will have noticed the weather has been superb & my Burford excursion is, so far, a 
great success, and I have lost that depression which you say pervaded my Wednesday letter. I am enclosing a 
Keats poem, one of his best known, which describes better than I possibly could the lush scenery of the 
Cotswolds. The change from when I was there last – April with its new-born lambs, bare hedges & fields, 
cries of curlews and rain-and-sun showers to June with its full-blooded warmth and vegetation, the thick texture 
of cream and ripening leaves, the glimpses of bluebell lakes and ragged-robin, the smell of warm grass and 
browsing-cattle, the moss and coolness of the dappled woods is astounding. If only the intoxication doesn’t cloud 
my mind too much over the next week and doesn’t make me dream too much of the sleeping woods & fields when 
I am meant to be writing about Cromwell’s Baltic policy! Already I can feel a satisfied numbness creeping over 
me – an unconcern with the sordid present.  
 I walked up the delightful Colne valley on Friday. If you remember I went there on Easter Sunday, in the 
pouring rain, but this time I escaped into the cool, timeless churches with their white walls and rich-wood seats, 
their mysterious chancels and solid fonts not from the rain but the baking sun. I drowsed in the churchyards and 
leant, rustic-like & straw-chewing on gateways watching the cattle swinging through the crushed grass. Each 
bridge I came to I stopped and watched the trout delving upwards to catch flies or swaying like weeds in the pale 
water. Sorry for all this descriptional gush – but at least it shows I’m happy – tho’ I would be happier if you 
were here to share it all.  
 I walked back over Wytham woods yesterday evening for the party at the Vicky arms. It was a superb 
sunset-glowing night and this all helped, but I didn’t really enjoy the party terribly as I felt too lazy to attempt 
conversation or to do anything ‘mad’. All I remember of it is a vague impression of faces dancing in the fire-
light, of smoke and the distant sound of a tape-recorder, and then the river with dark trees and the moon above 
and the may-hedges spectral white and cold…  
P.S. I am just about to walk through Wychwood – the original from which Tolkein [sic] took his name 
(Witchwood)  
Enclosed two verses from ‘Ode to a Nightingale’ by Keats, those starting  
 

I cannot see what flowers are at my feet,  
Nor what soft incense hangs upon the boughs, … 
….  
Darkling I listen; and, for many a time 
I have been half in love with easeful Death… 
 

 The next letter from my mother was from Shillong on June 3rd. 
 
My dear Alan,  
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 I’m sitting in a little wooden hut looking out on green ridged hills very like the downs with big soft English 
clouds resting on them – 3,000 feet up at a place called Burrapani just below Shillong…  
Your poor nerves must be frayed to shreds. I’m thinking of you all the time & wishing I could help in some way, 
but by this time the worst should be over I reckon…  

17 years ago to-day I sent you out of hospital here after your tonsils operation, & started having Anne, 
strange that I should be back & makes me have long sad thoughts of how I have changed since then when I was 
full of bright dreams for you all – now I realise how little we have managed to accomplish & how much of the 
sparkle seems to have gone out of life too. Enough dreary reminiscing, it must be those Readers Digests with their 
hearty advice to the Over Forties, the most depressing thing about middle age is that your feelings all seem to be 
carbon copies, nothing quite fresh or authentic. All hormones according to the R.D. [Reader's Digest]! … 

 I do hope you’ll have a couple of weeks of peace & good weather in the Lakes after you’ve finished, we’ll 
discuss plans in due course, we shall be able to help a bit with your passage – a great deal depends on your 
finding your important papers! e.e. Cummings arrived safely & very quickly and I love it, wish I had him here. 
Actually, wish I had some paints too but I couldn’t capture these humped monsters of hills…  

I won’t mention money except to hope that you have enough to get you home, let us know eventually. Do hope 
you aren’t too worn out, discouraged or generally got down by Events, this time last year it was Anne & I in a 
minor way but it all seems terribly unimportant now.  
 All our love & thoughts, Mummy  
 
 The day after my exams had begun, Penny wrote on Friday [7th June] 
 
I hope everything is whoopee with you. Isn’t it hot? I hope you are not being baked in the examination schools. 
What are the questions like? Interesting? Unstimulating? Do send me some examples of the questions.  
 Yesterday I went to the flics with Carrie. … 
Look after yourself, sweetheart. I am thinking of you.  
PS Have a nice weekend – don’t work too hard.  
PPS. I am sending you one of my favourite Auden poems. I sometimes believe that the sea, which has made for 
England’s greatness, and the sauntering clouds, are part of England’s physical solidarity, which remains 
unchanged in atmosphere and climate, though the character of its people is constantly in flux.  
 

Attached was another poem, which I will include as a scan as an illustration of Penny's 
handwriting.  
 
 



 475 

 
 
 
 

  



 476 

 

The Final Examinations Summer 1963 
 

We worked for three years, but almost everything depended on the ten days or so 
at the end of our third year when we sat all the papers, usually twice a day, from 9.30 
a.m. – 12.30 p.m and 2-5 p.m. I have most of the papers, though I sent English II and 
the two General European Papers to Penny and so do not have them. I also kept some 
of my working notes/plans on some of the papers. In the plans, I divided each answer 
into four parts, with timings written at the top as to when I must finish that answer. I 
shall put under each answer what appears in each section/box of my plans.  
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My second paper was English History II. I sent the paper to Penny so do not have 

a copy of it, but I did retain my notes on how to answer the questions as follows: 
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The following day came the two European General papers which I do not have, 

nor do I retain the notes. On the Saturday I did a French unseen paper. I did not 
receive a mark for this, so I imagine it was just an extra paper to make sure that we 
had kept up with at least one foreign language.  
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 We had a day off on the Sunday, when I wrote a letter to Penny, indicating my 

state of mind with six papers done, and five to come.  
 

Postmarked 9th June (Sunday) 
 
 I have pile of letters beside me from you – thank you so much darling, they have cheered me up immensely as 
I awake into another day of exams. … I know you’ll forgive a short & dull letter. I’ve been scribbling madly 
too much recently & have the worst to come. … 

I enclose the English II paper which might interest you – I did those with rings round them – quite well I 
hope. I can’t make any guess at how well I’ve done – pretty badly I suspect on English I when none of my 
prepared questions came up – alright, I hope, on the rest. Everyone is fairly cheerful and the questions have been 
pretty fair and at least it is a relief to find 6/11 gone. I had a gift question on English III paper – “how did 
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the religious conflicts of the time reflect themselves in Victorian literature” – so that I could woffle on about 
Tennyson, Mathew Arnold, George Eliot, Wordsworth etc. The only slight catastrophe has been muddling up 
the order of the papers & hence doing no revision for the first general paper. I enclose the General Papers – 
though I’m not sure you’ll find them of great interests. Could you return the English II paper by Wednesday as 
Lady Clay wants to see it.  
 Thank you also for the delightful Lear we had a session after dinner on Friday reading him – Euan, John, 
Sally and myself. I know you’ll forgive a short & dull letter. I’ve been scribbling madly too much recently & 
have the worst to come. But before I get onto my troubles – how are you sweetie? Carry said you were a little 
tired on the evening she saw you. Are you happy poppet? If you’ve had this superb weather through which I’ve 
been sweating even London must have begun to look like Paris. It looks like being by far the most balmy summer 
term of my time – it would be! … 
 Today I take off. Yesterday evening I had supper at Nos. 3. Carrie seems a bit depressed – vacant & 
purposeless – probably a reaction of tiredness and anti-climax. I expect I’ll feel the same. It is once again lovely 
today and I intend to go up above Godstow with Mathew Arnold. I have liked the passages you sent me, 
especially the Auden. Bother! When I was just looking for a snippet to send you I packed up the ‘Rubaiyat of 
Omar Khayam’ into my essay yesterday. Anyhow here is a snippet – ‘Gaudeamus igitur….” There is so much 
of the sadness, the hopeful bravado of the Victorians in it that I don’t know what to include – anyhow you must 
have a copy so I will just put in a very little.  
 About next week-end darling. Would it hurt you terribly my sweetie if I said I think it would be better if 
you didn’t come down, but we saved all our celebrations to the following week-end? I will probably be still tired 
and anti-climaxish and all my friends will be tense and in the middle of their papers still. Apart from this I 
have an enormous amount to do. For instance I’ve got to record a lot of music, prepare some reading for before 
my viva, sort through my notes and books & all my junk of 3 years before packing it, I am having dinner with 
my tutor1 and have got to go and see some friends in the Cotswolds for a day & take Carrie to the witch 
museum another day. My mother wants me to search for books on Indian history for her and I’ve got to organize 
my trip to Israel and see people etc about getting a place somewhere next year as well as write a million letter. 
Please say if this is thoughtless of me – especially after my Wednesday protests – but I’m sure it would be better 
to be completely free and revived than still worried & involved in ‘business’. Anyhow darling I think of you often 
& will write soon – Look after yourself & love to yr mama,  

Enclosed is a sheet: 
 
Yet Ah, that Spring should vanish with the Rose! 
That Youth’s sweet-scented manuscript should close! 
The Nightingale that in the branches sang,  
Ah whence, and whither flown again, who knows! 

 

                                                
1 I was advised to prepare in case I was asked back to Oxford a few weeks after I left for an 
oral examination or viva. Vivas were only held for about one in ten students, in cases where 
the marks indicated a borderline between classes and the chance that through the oral 
examination the student could be put into the higher class. I would need to take some books 
and other materials to prepare for such a contingency, particularly as my teachers could see 
that I might be on the border of a first class degree but was by no means certain of that class.  
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 The subsequent report on how I had done only emerged a couple of months 

later, as shown below.  
 
* 

 
My mother wrote again from Cherideo on June 11th: 

 
My dear Alan,  
 A letter from you just arrived, very calm and relaxed I’m glad to say, by now all will be Over – but not the 
wonderful weather I hope I hope so you can have some really carefree summer days afterwards. I’m longing to 
hear what the papers were like, hope you’ll send them out. Before I go any further, no I didn’t get your letter 
about reading on the Ahoms, but 2 lovely books have just arrived, the “History of India” and “A Pearl to 
India”. The former is exactly what I wanted to pull together the threads of my somewhat scattered knowledge, 
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so far I’ve only read the Moghul chapters but intend to go right through it, it even mentions the Assam Co! 
Thank you very much for both, I shall consider them as my birthday present, so don’t dream of sending anything 
else.  

When I was in Shillong I rang up Dr Verrier Elwin the anthropologist in charge of N.E.F.A. (or rather 
advisor to the North East Frontier Agency). He was very nice and asked me to go & see him, but alas I 
couldn’t without transport. He said he didn’t think N.E.F.A. was much good to you as no Europeans are 
allowed passes, but gave me the name of someone who is in charge of a new research institute in the Garo Hills 
and said he thought this might offer you an opening. Anyway I’ll try it. I saw a few days later that according to 
the local rag “Dr Verrier Elwin’s philosophy for N.E.F.A. has failed & he’ll soon be leaving”. I was almost 
glad to see in yesterdays paper that 12 N.E.F.A. officials had been killed by the Daflas, one of the wildest 
tribes. Dr V.E. advocated a very careful approach, with emphasis on not disturbing the tribal pattern, but the 
Assam Govt. thinks it can charge in and order everyone about willy nilly.  
 I enjoyed my stay in Shillong very much… There must be somewhere a religion that combines service with 
wide tolerance, Buddhism perhaps, but I’ve never seen this in action. Or Quakers? I must learn more about 
them…  

Have a good clear out of all your papers & see of you can find your passport & birth certificate, if not I’ll 
get a copy of the latter from Shillong. We’ll be able to help you with your fare to Israel & on here, so hope 
you’ll carry on with the Scheme – unless you get a 1st & then will you stay on at Oxford? Could you please 
send this to Penny, I’ve lost her address, it was chewed by a goat! 
 

My next letter to Penny is Friday June 14th, from Worcester College, two days 
after the final exams were finished.  
 

I am taking it fairly easy at the moment. Writing all the letters that have been piling up – sorting out my 
notes etc. I don’t quite feel like beginning to read yet – though I took some notes from a book on C16 witchcraft 
yesterday. I bet I was the only historian who went and read a history book in the Bodleian the day after his 
exams! 
 Otherwise I have been drifting around, vaguely thinking of my future plans and talking to Ralph etc. I 
probably won’t go to Israel until the Autumn as I must get some money before I go, just in case …. Looking at 
David’s letter I see he thinks of spending September in Perugia, when will you be there? Can you let me know 
soon as I will be writing to him shortly. He is coming back to England at the end of this month.  
 I waited for Mark & Peter outside schools with Sally. Then when those two had gone off to dinner (their 
exams seemed fairly ghastly, but everyone is relieved that things have started) Sally and I went to a film ‘The 
Apartment’ with Jack Lemon and Shirley McLean. It was most amusing and Shirley completely (?) won my 
heart.  
 You will understand why I have enclosed the Wordsworth – I’m longing to see the Lakes again (& you), 
 Look after yourself darling & write.  
 
Enclosed are lines from ‘Tintern Abbey’: 
 

These beauteous forms, 
Through a long absence, have not been to me 
As is a landscape to a blind man’s eye: … 
 
From The Tables Turned 
 
Sweet is the love which Nature brings;  
Our meddling intellect 
Mis-shapes the beauteous forms of things: – 
We murder to dissect.  

 
I wrote again to Penny on Monday [17th June] Worcester College 

 
… The weather has been gloomy ever since schools and my spirits reflect it. Its funny – you’d think one would 
feel happy and relaxed now – but the reaction after the release of tension leads to a mood of vagueness and 
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accumulated tiredness. I am unable to concentrate for long or get very enthusiastic about all the books I intended 
to read. I’ve started Zorba but not got very far into it. Yesterday evening Roy came round when I was about to 
write to you and we talked for a longish time and then went & had a drink at the ‘Welsh Pony’. He seemed 
cheerful – if dazed – and much appreciated your card – as did all my other friends. I haven’t seen Mark or 
Eric since the first day, but I imagine they are already feeling much better. Mark & Peter end tomorrow 
afternoon and are having their champagne at Carrie’s flat. But I’m having tea with Alec (chaplain) so won’t be 
there. I wonder if they’ll suffer from the same feeling of anti-climax and the same conviction that they have done 
badly which I now feel. I hope we’re partly recovered by next week-end, tho’ by then we’ll probably be getting 
sentimental at leaving the old place… 
 
 There was another letter from my mother from Cherideo on June 19th.  
 
My dear Alan,  
 I hope by this time you will be a man of infinite leisure with nothing to do but go through your possessions 
(says she hopefully). Alas the wonderful weather seems to have just lasted through your exam and now broken as 
it did last year, never mind if you have Penny with you I expect the weather will be of little consequence. Anne 
said she might be coming up also Felicity and Fiona and Rosemarie so that hunt for Men will be on again as 
the Lake District never seems to be able to produce anything new in that line.  

I’m enclosing a letter I got from this place I wrote to, I will leave it to you to decide if you want to follow it 
up. Dehra Dun is certainly a delightful place and as she say there are lots of schools there where you could 
probably get fixed up but of course its rather a long way from here. Perhaps you have changed your mind about 
the whole tour? But I’m pressing on regardless, the only snag is that we may not be here by then ourselves. We 
have decided to resign at the end of the year if they don’t do something drastic about our terms, this struggling on 
against financial odds, wearing climate, indifferent health (mine out here) and the dreadfully callous attitude of 
the people in charge is getting us both down. We should have to work for three years at home until we get our 
pension but both feel we’d be happier and healthier and more satisfied living on bread and cheese (and 
Guinness) than banging our heads endlessly against the rocks of indifference, corruption and complacency which 
is our lot here. As I get older too I find I am physically worn down by the suffering of people and animals all 
around me, and can seem to do nothing to alleviate any of it as everything needs money of which we never have 
any to spare. I could continue my study of the Moghuls just as well at home, better in fact as books are easier to 
get, of course there are lots of things I would miss and I’d carry a million regrets for all I have left undone, but 
in this particular sphere it is almost impossible to do anything I’ve discovered. … Even if we do decide to retire 
though you could still carry on with your tour, spending less time in India perhaps and concentrating on the 
cities where the need is greatest…  

What is your present money situation? I sent £50 to Fiona this month and I don’t suppose she has spent it 
all so get some from there. I feel a little worried about her, Granny and she don’t get on…  

We went to spend the week end with friends at Mohokutie which was the first garden I came to in tea and 
is full of memories of you all, the river you fished and fell into, the little pool where you learnt to swim, the tree 
you fell off, cant think how any of you survived there actually! It’s a terribly hot bungalow…  

I have nearly finished Peter Mundy and am then going to write an article on S T. Roe and send it to 
History To-day, could you give me their address? Don’t tell Granny or anyone as the shame of having to admit 
rejection after Roberts successes would be galling! I'm revelling in the Oxford History which is very impartial on 
the whole though it is rather amazing to read that it is a matter on which the British can congratulate themselves 
that by 1921 the Indian continent was beginning to stir in its sleep. So many subjects for books occur to one as 
one reads, for instance the catastrophic Afghan war of Lord Auckland where of 16,000 people who escaped 
from Kabul (British) one survivor arrived a few weeks later, one could write a lovely debunking Woodham 
Smithish book on that and on Warren Hastings and on Napier in Sind, in fact most of them. But of course they 
were handed India on a plate and would have had to be high minded indeed to have pushed it aside and it is 
always easy to be wise after the event. It is the post Mutiny period when society petrified into the stony 
superiority of the Raj as revealed in E.M. Forster and as I remember it when I first came out that made the 
tragedy of modern India. It’s a tragedy I’ve had almost enough of frankly, though I’ll never cease to feel guilty.  
 A dull letter but you must be used to them – 
My love to Penny, and everyone, and lots to you, Mummy  
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 The following note from Penny shows that the relationship lasted until the end of 
the term. 
 
Friday [21st June] 1963 London 
 
Darling,  
 This is a very brief note to cancel this mornings time-arrangements. Unfortunately I may be running about 
1½ hrs late, and so won't be coming with the others. I think I arrive at your room about 2.30 –however I do 
not know by what means of transport – so don't meet me. Sweetheart, also, do try and look decent for the 
evening, ie. white shirt.  
Love, love, love, Poppy 
 

The final letter from my mother in this period was on June 23rd. 
 
Cherideo June 23rd 
 
My dear Alan,  
 I was relieved to get your letter and hear that you got through the exam without getting nosebleeds, toothaches 
or a nervous breakdown, all of which I had envisaged! As you say it is really of no consequence what degree you 
get, a friends brother is now doing a year of Social Administration at London after getting a 3rd at Cambridge 
so you could always do that. You sounded as if you were in a slight trough of depression and anti-climax, sheer 
tiredness I expect and I hope by now you will be feeling revived. I understand the feeling you have of not quite 
knowing where next, but I’m sure you are doing the wisest thing in taking a year out from life to wander and 
wonder, and don’t worry about the money side too much, we will help you as much as we can and will pay your 
fare from here to Vancouver, we are now allowed to draw on our Provident Fund for passages and you can 
count it as a late birthday present. We Can also help you get started as we have the money from the car coming 
in, so go ahead and make your plans. I suggest you set off in mid-August then if you spend a couple of months 
in Israel and a month in Calcutta I reckon you will reach us for Christmas. I haven’t had much success in 
getting you a job here but haven’t tried the University yet, the trouble is there wont be an awful lot of time if you 
want to get a job in Canada too, because we hope you will be home again for the last month of our leave next 
year, and anyway whatever course you take will start in September.  

Jack Simpson came back last Monday, and we have new terms so I suppose will hang on after all, the 
increase in pay wont affect us too much at the moment as so much of it goes in tax, but it will bump up our 
provident fund quite a bit. It’ll mean we can send a bit more home too and save us tearing out our hair in 
handfuls quite so often. When you have seen how much if anything you get from your grant let us know because 
its now a subject we can discuss without anguish!  

Seem to be having an unusually dull time here and do little but read and write, I have got onto a thing called 
the National Library where I may be able to borrow books for my Moghuls, I’m half way through my article on 
Sir T. Roe and finding I know far too much and could really write a book on him and pruning is a problem…  

Please tell Granpa I’ll write to him to-morrow, are the raspberries ripe & the azaleas blooming & is there 
honey etc?! Wonder how Beryl is, she seems to go from one problem to another poor dear.  
 Lunch time again, oh to be eating it in the front lawn, am terribly homesick. My love to everyone and don’t 
do too strenuous a job if you have to do one at all. I’m so glad the ordeals over (or nearly) but I suppose leaving 
Oxford is a sad moment. Much love – Mummy 
 
 My undergraduate days at Oxford were now over, and I awaited my exam results 
in the Lakes, for which I left on Tuesday 25th June. For a while I would live at home 
and returned for a viva on 23rd July.  
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Summer Vacation 1963  
 

 
 

Me as Assistant Warden and Jack (Warden) of Glenridding Youth Hostel 
 

 
 

My passport photo 
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I had been planning to spend a ‘gap’ year after I graduated in the Summer of 
1963. There are frequent references to these plans in my mother’s letters and my 
letters and writings. Various places are mentioned. I was also wondering whether to 
spend part of the year working for some good causes. Through the summer of 1963 as 
I worked at the Youth Hostels I tried to finalize these plans – called off at the last 
minute by getting a State Studentship that would not allow me to defer for a year.  

I have a file with some of these plans. Several documents about visiting Israel, 
including a ‘Working Visitors Application Form’ for Kfar Hannassi kibbutz. The 
details on this application are as follows, leaving out personal details and religion. The 
purpose I specified as ‘Learn about fisheries; meet interesting people; learn about 
communal life.’ I was recommended by Paul Hyams. The period of stay was specified 
as ‘Am travelling overland so dates are very approximate – will confirm nearer date. 
November 1963 – January 1964. (I never sent the application) 

There is a travel brochure for Greece, an International Certificate of Vaccination 
showing my TAB and other vaccinations, and a brochure on ‘Essential Information 
for citizens of the United Kingdom and Colonies who intend to travel overseas’. 

 
Other than this, there are various small cards with addresses of people whom I 

could contact. These included R. Hamlish, Chief Economics Branch, Fisheries 
Division, FAO, Rome; Sir Geoffrey Nye, Technichal Co-operation at the Ministry of 
Agriculture.  

There are several short lists of what I might take on my travels: sleeping bag, 
matches, cycle cape, foam rubber, ground sheet, sleeping bag, torch, mug & cooking 
set; raisins & nescafe, meths tablets, book, medical – sunburn, fly-repellent, midge 
ointment, Savlon, plasters, enterovioform (2 tubes), Hallwag – map of Europe; water 
bottle. A less impressive list of things than those I had taken to the Outer Hebrides in 
the summer of 1961.  

 
Letters 

 
The deep relationship with Penny seems to have withered very fast, partly because 

she had gone off to Italy for several months, before returning in October to attend 
York University.  
 
 My mother’s first letter of this period was written on July 11th.  
 
My dear Alan,  

I cant remember whether I’ve heard from you this week but it doesn’t matter, don’t bother to write until your 
viva is over (except for my birthday!) as you must be sick and tired of trying to express yourself on paper. I have 
very little to write of except that I’m feeling much better, physically and mentally, got so depressed with the heat 
and feeling ill and not having anything to take my mind off it but am right back to normal now…  

Anne sounds very happy which is also a comfort, it just remains for you to get this last beastly bit of the 
exam over, how important is the viva anyway? I expect your plans are all in a state of indecision still but don’t 
worry, its much better to be elastic and grab at “handles of chance” as they come along. I am writing to-day to 
the Principal of Tura College in the Garo Hills as I see he is advertising for a teacher of English, he wants one 
straight away so it wouldn’t do for you but he might have some other ideas. The Garos are the people Dr Verrier 
Elwin mentioned in his letter, wonderful fishing rivers there, we could visit it even if there isn’t a job available. I 
see Oxfam are starting a project in Naini Tal so it might be worth while enquiring about that.  

… I have started on my old round of family planning but am not having a great deal of success, only two 
more women this month…. Am struck with the Moghuls too as I cant get any more books… Could you give me 
the address of the Hakluyt Society and I think I will join. Meanwhile I’ll brush up my Assamese history which 
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I’ve largely forgotten. If I don’t get the address of History To-day I’ll send my article on Roe to you and you can 
see if you think its interesting enough to pass on to them. …  

I will ask Terry Luscombe if I can buy his guitar off him when he goes, you cant lug yours round on your 
back but it would be a wonderful ice-breaker here, apart from picking up catchy tunes and learning them. Keep 
your tour elastic, if you are enjoying Israel you might want to stay much longer, or vice versa…  

 
 
The next letter from my mother from Cherideo is on July 20th 

 
My dear Alan,  
 Thank you for your very nice birthday letter which as you see arrived in good time, I wish you hadn’t sent 
me a book, I counted your last books as my present…  

I don’t see any reason why you should become humourless or bigoted, one is much more inclined that way 
when one is young and sure one knows the difference between right and wrong, the older one gets the less 
dogmatic usually, though of course its easy to confuse tolerance with laziness. I’m sure you’ll find a job where 
you can use all your talents and enthusiasm if you don’t rush things and don’t expect your life’s work to be 
anything but confusion, frustration and just occasional gleams of pure happiness and fulfilment. I don’t think 
that’s a cynical attitude, so much of our trouble is expecting happiness as a right, those who don’t expect it are 
patently the happiest people.  

I haven’t quite got the idea of the fisheries, are you planning to learn about increasing fish production so that 
you can go to some part of the world where people are hungry? I think it’s a jolly good idea and I’m sure 
Freedom from Hunger or one of those things could advise you. I feel so guilty that I didn’t get a letter off to you 
to cheer you on your way to your viva, I lose all sense of time here but nevertheless it was most remiss. Anyway 
it’ll all be over now for better or worse, I hope the warden thing comes off, it should be amusing, no word about 
your passport so I presume you have found it… Hope you’ll manage to see Felicity again, she is certainly very 
attractive …  
 With much love, have a good rest (mental)  
Mummy  
 
 My grandfather's diary notes that on Tuesday 23rd July I had my Viva Voce 
examination in Oxford.  

 
The next letter from my mother was from Shillong, [postmarked at Ambleside 

August 6th, hence written towards the end of July] 
 
My dear Alan,  
 
 Perched on the side of my hillside in Shillong I’m thinking of you perched on the top of Ullswater with all 
your cares and exams temporarily behind you … I came up last Friday through the awful floods… Now we 
have the Chinese making warlike noises again… [failed to see Verrier Elwin because he was not well] 
[reflections on poverty etc] 

I can’t accept any of the religious excuses for the world’s unhappiness – i.e. it is man’s wilful turning away 
from god that brings about his destruction, or his payment for the sin’s of a past life, this might apply to grown 
men but don’t tell me little twisted starving children are responsible for their lot. If there is a loving god in charge 
of this mess it is so impossible to understand his motives that it is profitless to think about them. We shall know 
eventually, meanwhile there is this unfair, unjust, unhappy world into which millions more children are being 
born daily to become twisted and starve…  

Anyway enough of this, the trouble is there are very few people I can let off steam to out here, everyone thinks 
I’m mad for even thinking about such things, except Daddy who agrees with me but is so burdened with 
practical problems that he doesn’t have much time or energy for metaphysical speculation…  

I will send £20 this month and £30 next as I said, I would like you to have £40 in travellers cheques 
before you leave so let us know at the beginning or anyway middle of September how things stand. You will need 
some clothes don’t forget.  
 Much love, enjoy yourself, Mummy 
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 The first of my writings, a post-card, is written to my grand-parents a few miles 
away in the Lake District. There is no date on this but it is from Glenridding Youth 
Hostel, so must be in late July or early August soon after I went there. The postcard is 
of Ullswater, with my youth hostel indicated by arrow.  
 
Dear G & G,  
 Hope all goes well – I will try to get over later this week but it is complicated & expensive (about 10/- 
return) so will come over Friday or Saturday. Please give my regards to Beryl, Anne J etc. I dream of the 
strawberries & raspberries – perhaps I will collect some when I come? The job here is not too strenuous and we 
have had wonderful weather. The hostel is where the arrow points (in the middle of the picture) from my room 
there is a glorious view down to the Lake. There is good fishing & I caught 2 plump 6 oz trout the other day. 
Look after yourselves – see you soon. Much love, Alan  
 
 In early August, I received the official notification of my result in the History Finals - a 
somewhat curt acknowledgement on the card (with my writing) I had left to be filled in by the 
University.  
 
 

 
 

 
The next item is a short letter from my uncle Richard, dated 4 August. 

 
Dear Alan,  
 May I send congratulations on getting your 2nd in History. I saw the notice of the results yesterday… It 
was a good reward for a lot of hard work. What new? Maybe some travel. Are you still keen on teaching? I will 
be interested to hear your plans…. [school news] I hope you get yourself a good holiday, Love Richard 
 
 My sister Anne also sent a card from Germany to congratulate me. 
 

The next, undated, letter from my mother was written in early August 1963 
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My dear Alan,  
 I thought you would like to have this which was waiting for me on my return, and gave me a great thrill as 
you can imagine. My first rather unworthy thought was “Snooks to Robert”, I thought it was a very nice letter 
though and sent almost by return of post – don’t lose it, it might be the Breakthrough. I owe a lot to you for your 
interest and encouragement, it is very easy to get discouraged when one is thudding away on a typewriter on 
boiling hot days in this remote corner of the world, but I now shall take up my work with fresh enthusiasm.  
 By now you will have heard your results and will either be sunk in gloom or whooping it up, I suppose the 
long viva meant that you were a border line case, but that doesn’t help because one doesn’t know which border! 
It doesn’t matter to us in the slightest, or to you really except your pride as you don’t intend to get a “good” job 
in the sense of one bringing in large sums of money where the snob value of a first might matter. You don’t need 
to have your injections till ten days before you leave so needn’t worry about that for the present, the situation here 
is a bit depressing again, many people think this is just a political move on the part of the Chinese, a sort of war 
of nerves, lets hope they’re right. We are to be flown out at the first sign of any real trouble… 
 I came down from Shillong yesterday and it was lovely to be back… Mind you send me a copy of the paper 
when it comes out.  
 With much love from us both – Mummy  
 
 I returned to the Lake District after my viva and at the end of July or very early in 
August started to work at a small youth hostel, high up above Ullswater lake. From 
there I wrote.  
 
August 5th 1963 Greenside Youth Hostel, Glenridding, Penrith, Cumberland 
 
Dear Mummy and Daddy,  
 I'm writing in advance of your letter to tell you my exam result. After a week of anxious waiting etc Granny 
rung up to tell me that a card had arrived announcing that I had got a 2nd. So there it is! My feelings are 
mixed. On looking through the lists of results in the paper & seeing how many of my friends got 3rds & how 
few of those expected to, got firsts, I am very relieved. Also, if, as I hope, my viva was between a 2nd & 1st. I 
must have done fairly well & got a good second – I will now know if this is so until my tutor returns from 
France; on this depends whether Lancs – or rather the Ministry of Education – will give me a State Scholarship 
– only a very few are given. So I still have to wait before my plans become reasonably definite. The slight 
disappointment I felt when I heard my result – one always hopes against all reason – has almost disappeared 
& I feel far less tense. I hope to get down to some serious reading – but there are more distractions in this life 
than one expects – eg tomorrow I have got to go into Kendal to see the dentist & the day after Stephen Grieve is 
coming over. He rang up on the evening of the day on which results were published in the paper to congratulate 
me. His brother Alistair also got a 2nd at the Courtauld Art Institute & has got a lecturing post at Leeds 
University. Stephen sounded very husky, but says he is better. He is going back to St Andrews in October for 
another two years. Apparently the root of the trouble was in the kidneys all the time.  
 I have just written off to Leonard Cheshire about working in a Raphael home in India. I said that I would 
be prepared to work for up to a year –depending on any conditions attached to a State Studentship. (If I did get 
such a Studentship I would only go abroad for a year & then return to do a B.Litt. attached to Worcester – by 
the way there grant would cover all my costs at Oxford so don't start reaching into your pockets anxious, but as 
I said, this is a big if since they normally only give them to Ist's). Yes, the fish-farming idea was to study 
problems of fish culture (?) then apply them to the world hunger problem. I have got some literature from Miss 
McCormick & a friend at Oxford is putting me in touch with the greatest authority in the world on fish-
farming in the far East – Hickling. This would be an alternative to the Cheshire home & would be rounded off 
– if Lancashire fork out – by a years course in Agriculture Economics at Oxford. If the worst comes to the worst 
I can always just go to Israel for a year, wandering round the Mediterranean for a few months & then come 
back to do a Diploma in Education or Social Studies. The latter sounds very interesing & has been expanded to 
a two year length. I've a feeling that tho' very interested in economics, I am better suited to dealing with small 
personal problems, rather than large, abstract ones, which require a scientific, rational mind. I can't see myself 
running a big organization – tho', as you know, I have a mania for filing cabinets & little lists! 
 How is Mummy's reading going & Daddy's extra work? I suppose it must be the worst of the hot weather 
now – tho' you don't sound as conscious of the heat as usual. Here the long spell of baking weather has broken 
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& mists swirl round the toes of the mountains. August bank holiday, needless to say, was flooded out. Loud 
moans from all the landladies at Blackpool etc, who attribute their losses to the fact that people haven't as much 
to spend nowadays as they used to have' – but when you see the cars parked outside the little country pub down 
the road one wonders! 
 The work is harder than I thought it would be. Not that it is particularly exhausting, just opening tins, 
washing up, mopping floors, cleaning lavatories, emptying waste-bins & giving orders to pimply youths & 
maidens. But I work in the morning from 7.30 to 12.30 & in the evening from 5 to 9 or 10 – 7 days a week 
(about 65 hours per week). For this I get £2-15s per week – also as much food as I can eat and a small 
ration of fresh fruit. It is extremely difficult to get home. I tried it the other day, and came back absolutely 
exhausted with a pile of books etc. I had to run down the struggle in twenty minutes – and my bones have been 
aching ever since. It was a sultry day and I dripped sweat as I tumbled into the bus & then after a gobbled 
meal and frantic search for possession staggered back up the 1½ miles to the hostel bearing, it seemed, all 26 
volumes of the Encyclopaedia Brittanica, but in reality books of criticism on the Romantics, the Metaphysicals 
etc. Billy etc will be coming up next week as Granny will tell you –I hope to see them over here.  
 I have just sent Felicity 'The Young Visiters' by Daisy Ashford (aged 9) have you read it? It starts "Mr 
Salteena was an elderly man of 42 and was fond of asking people to stay with him" and has delightful remarks 
such as "Then he sat down and eat the egg which Ethel had so kindly laid for him" 
 Hope all goes well & things don't get worse on the frontier.  
 Lots of love, Alan  
 
 My mother had written to the Raphael Homes on my behalf in May.  
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 I wrote after this encouraging reply and also received a helpful response.  
 

 
 
 However the idea of working at the Ryder International Centre petered out. They 
were already winding up the institution and I was in any case unable, as we shall see, 
to take off the time before my next degree.  
 
It was at the Youth Hostel that I received notification from James Campbell of my 
marks.  
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I had obviously been viva'd for a First, but not quite made it.  
 

The next letter from my mother is from Cherideo on August 9th 
 
My dear Alan,  
 We saw the results of your exam in the paper yesterday and were thrilled – of course we knew you would do 
it but it is wonderful nevertheless. You deserved it after all that hard work, and I hope now you are having a 
blissful rest with all the tension eased out of your system. We just cant get over our good fortune in having such 
gifted children, really it is little short of miraculous – anyway thank you for all your work and for making the 
very small sacrifices we have had to make more than worthwhile. I only wish you hadn’t had to scrape so much 
at Oxford, but I suppose a lot of others do too, its just one of those things. How I wish I could be there to see 
you get your degree, Daddy is talking wildly of flying me home but I’m afraid its out of the question really, let us 
know when its to be so that we can visualise it anyway. I shall always remember getting the news, I was 
watching the efforts of a python in the chicken run to climb out, he had been caught in the tea and was about to 
be hacked to death when Daddy rescued him and we let him cool off a bit before escaping. He had just reared 
his eight-foot length and got his head over the edge of the wire netting when Daddy appeared on the back 
verandah with the paper, I was so glad he read the lists first, I should have been in such a panic I would have 
missed your name altogether. We celebrated with some cherry brandy and I felt wonderfully relaxed and 
fulfilled, all the things we had planned for years coming true although there was a sort of sadness too that our 
“little boy” was finally grown up and on his own! Now you will be able to concentrate on your tour with an 
easy mind and I hope the Israel thing will work out.  

Your birthday present arrived yesterday and looks fascinating, I have glanced through it but not started to 
read it yet but it just what I revel in as you know. Thank you very much. Assam is one of the strongholds of the 
“White Goddess”, the primitive tribes who first flowed in were all matriarchal, and even when they became 
Hinduised it was a special form of Hinduism with the worship of the “sakti” or female principal as its main 
form. One of the things I’ve often wanted to study but never got round to (chiefly language difficulty) was the 
strange blending of myth and religion that produced the Tantric cult which was special to Assam…  

No more news of the Chinese… am now writing an article on Peter Mundy which I will send to the 
Statesman… I’m delighted at the thought of getting Robinson by the way, it is the one account of Assam I’ve 
never read and seems unprocurable here. I read a D.H. Lawrence in Shillong, three short stories which I’m 
afraid I found mildly irritating though wonderfully written…  

[Daddy] …joins me in love and congratulations, or even might write with luck. Have a good rest & don’t 
worry about anything for a bit – how did your friends do? 
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 Much love from us both – Mummy 
 
One of the letters of congratulation came from my history tutor, Lady Clay, the first page of 
her letter is below.  
 

 
 
Paul Hyams got a First.  
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Next comes a letter from my grandmother at Field Head, dated August 13th 
 
Dearest Alan,  
 These are the shoes I meant to bring you & enclose a shirt as well as I feel yours must be getting a bit 
“rich”. We so enjoyed our day with you & so grateful for all you did to make it a wonderful outing.  
 I wish you could get away somewhere nearer & with a pleasanter warden. Fiona came for the day yesterday 
& after a huge lunch here they all went to Tarn Hows & bathed etc. Robin was terribly sick early evening & 
luckily Billy & Julia wee here to clear it up …Fiona returns for a few days before hitch-hiking to Cornwall – 
She left Poochi [dog] behind this time …. Look after yourself & come nearer or even home,  
Lots of love, Granny  
 
 My mother then wrote again.  
 
Cherideo August 22nd 
 
My dear Alan,  
 Thank you for your letter and the enclosed, how sad you were just pipped at the post for a first, but a 
comfort to you to know how close you got and as you say may do the trick as far as a scholarship goes. I 
couldn’t quite understand your tutors remarks, which paper was it you didn’t do so well on? If you get a 
scholarship will you give up your tour for the time being and carry straight on? I hope Robert was duly 
impressed, I don’t know why we have such shabby thoughts about him as he has never been cocky or unpleasant 
about his successes! .... 

In a way I would like you to go straight on with your diploma1 but don’t want to influence you. Sorry to 
hear about the nose bleeds, its funny how they always come on at this time of year, you might think about having 
your nose cauterised if you can ever get to see Mylchrest,2 your mountain fastness certainly has disadvantages 
without transport.  

The only name I recognised from the list was Monks who was that nice boy you went to Borstal camp with 
I think, was he disappointed to get a 3rd… I am finding “The White Goddess” fascinating, but at least half of 
it is above my head, such erudition is depressing rather, but I suppose if you spend a secluded life-time of study 
it becomes possible. I feel I’ve wasted so many opportunities with all these primitive tribes working here who I 
could have studied but its too late now, I’ve contacted someone in Lahore who will help me get books on my 
Moghal so will be able to carry on with yours and the help of the National Library. I agree there will not be the 
same interest in my article as Roberts, but if I ever finish a book it might be handy to have the contact with 
Quennel? … 

I hope you’re feeling rested, mentally anyway, don’t feel you’ve got to go on and on with your job – though it 
might be advisable to make it last till the cousins have scattered from the region of Field Head.  

 
With much love, Mummy 
 
 
 I was clearly seriously contemplating trying to stay on at Oxford to do a Diploma 
or another course at oxford and asked a friend who was a few years senior to me to 
write me a reference. I had also applied for a State Studentship.  
 

                                                
1 A Diploma in Public and Social Administration at Oxford.  
2 My doctor in Ambleside.  
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 I was successful in my application for a State Studentship and the formal notification  

was sent to me on 29th August.  
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 I have the rough draft of my reply asking whether I could intermit for a year.  
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I also contacted James Campbell who wrote to me enclosing a general purpose 

reference for use in whatever I did.  
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I have a carbon copy of a letter written at the end of August to Felicity, my 
godmother's daughter, about my future plans.  
 
My dear Felix,  
 Thank you very much for your letter. I hope the confusion sorts itself out & you get off without leaving too 
much behind. I can imagine you reading this at snatched moments, sitting on top of a pile of half-packed cases 
with clothes etc strewn around & the family downstairs moaning for their next meal. I think this will be the last 
letter you will get from me until you let me know another address. Why don’t you tell me the name of the ship 
you are going on & where and when it calls & then I can send post to await you – as you did with my mother. 
Don’t you know the address to which you are going in S. America...  
 Now for my plans. I have just heard that I have been awarded a State Studentship – which means money to 
do research for 2-3 years. Thus I will either go back to Oxford in October or, I hope, go abroad for about 8 
months & come back next spring when my parents come (about May) – spending the winter wandering round 
the Mediterranean in a D.H. Lawrentian manner... 
 James1 says historians are narrow-minded? Let James say what he likes, only narrow-minded people go 
round saying “so & so are narrow-minded” (you notice I’ve committed the same fault – but am at least aware 
of it, like that puzzle – all Chinamen are liars said a Chinaman). From my limited experience at Oxford, I 
have found you just can’t divide people into faculties – though I agree that the conception of the narrow-minded 
scientist which is held by many is not true. Most of my scientist friends are interested in many things. But the 
difficulty really is, what is “narrow-minded”? Everyone assumes that “breadth of mind” is a virtue. But most 
artists are very narrow-minded i.e. their interests are intensely focused on one object & to make any impression 
they have to exclude many other subjects. By most standards D.H. Lawrence, Yeats etc were very narrow-
minded as were most of the greatest musicians. Is depth of understanding worth more than width? I would 
readily admit myself very narrow-minded if this means that I am much more interested in some things than 
others, but in the damning sense I suppose it means “shutting your mind to things one should be prepared to 
allow in”. Nowadays it is often more difficult to be narrow-minded than superficially broad-minded. Enough of 
this rambling. You see my difficulty? ... 
 I have another week at this hostel. I will be glad of the change as I am beginning to get restless. My reading 
& writing have practically stopped & I can’t be bothered to go on. There are moments of ecstasy, as when I 
walked down to the village thro’ a superb sunrise on Wednesday, the lake & hills glowing with mist and the 
glory of the early rays or when I suddenly hear a snatch of my favourite music. Again there are long dull 
interludes of vacancy ... 
 

The final letter in these two months is from my mother from Cherideo on August 
31st: 
 
My dear Alan,  
 
No letter from you this week, maybe you are changing hostels or perhaps given up altogether, no letter from Fiona 
either so maybe it’s the post but the paper is arriving… I had another letter from the Principal of Mayo College 
… [who] said he probably could give you a temporary job if you would let him know when you would be 
coming. The term starts in January and I imagine you would stay about six months? Anyway let me know as 
soon as you can what your plans are, … If you could keep yourself for a couple of months in Israel we could 
save up enough to pay your fare on here, if you haven’t abandoned the whole idea by now…  

I’ve finished the “White Goddess”, slightly dazed, it was fascinating, though I thought his idea that we 
should go back to worshipping a lustful and bloodthirsty mother figure instead of a loving and compassionate 
father rather odd to say the least of it. I am re-reading the Golden Bough to compare it, Frazer also has some 
odd ideas, such as the dangerous and miserable state of the savage who must quickly be weaned of all his old 
ideas and education – which makes one wonder if he ever lived in a savage society as the first thing that strikes 
one is that they are happy and well adjusted. Of course he was a Victorian with all the reforming zeal and 
intolerance that implies. …  

 
My mother’s next letter is from Cherideo on Sept 7th.  

                                                
1 One of my undergraduate friends.  
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My dear Alan 
 A letter from you at last, it seemed ages since we had heard and I was worrying that all your plans were 
going astray, but we’re delighted to hear that you had got your State Studentship, we will leave it to you and 
your tutor to decide when you start. We will add £100 a year to your grant, that will bring it up to 500 a 
year which wont be very much but you should be able to manage and of course we shall be able to help out at 
odd times if you are short.  

I agree that something practical would be best now, humanitarian work nowadays is not charity but positive 
instruction in how to grow two crops instead of one irrigate, drain and fertilise or breed fish – I think you would 
find this interesting too once you got started – couldn’t you find a course that combined social economy with 
anthropology and then you could spend one of your long vacs out here living with the Garos who are as 
backward as they come –and could probably pay for your time in articles. Will you be going to Oxford or some 
provincial university? I agree that there wont be time to do a world tour properly, you could leave that till your 
course is over.  

I only sent £20 this month so that is 60 altogether. I don’t want you to start off for Europe penniless so let 
us know how things stand. Perhaps you could go to Sicily and get some practical experience if you cant make 
Israel. ….  

[sickness of monkey] Your two books, “Mughal India” and “Account of Assam” arrived a couple of days 
ago and I was delighted with them both… In between my work I’m reading “Sword at Sunset” a novel about 
King Arthur which I’m enjoying very much… Do hope the cauterisation has worked, its very tiresome having 
these nose bleeds, does height affect them I wonder as you don’t seem to get them in Oxford… Much love & 
hearty congrats from us both – Mummy 
Did you ever get our wire? 
 

My mother’s next letter is from Cherideo on September 13th  
 
My dear Alan,  
 Thank you for your letter yesterday, sorry I was so moany about not hearing, it was just a bad week and I 
was moany about everything. I hope your present youth hostel is a little less remote, it doesn’t sound it! Daddy 
and I might well throw in the sponge and retire to some mountain fastness, I often feel we would be happier but 
D. feels he must go on earning to the last moment.  

I expect you will have come to some decision about your future by now, don’t leave it too long and lose the 
grant. If you spent your holidays doing social work perhaps you wouldn’t feel so bad about spending your time 
contemplating while the world suffered, but couldn’t you use your grant for social science in some form, there is 
endless scope here for youth club and after care and so on in the cities. I seem to give you contrary advice in every 
letter, luckily you will probably ignore it all and make your own choice…  

I’ll see what I can do about collecting folk tales, I mean to try and visit in the villages when it gets cooler… 
Its been an awful week… [sick monkey etc] … I got a letter from Julia saying Granny had thought I’d got my 
article accepted on the strength of Robert’s name but you had quietly put her right – thank you! Poor Billy is 
mugging up for a Min. of Education Diploma and selling insurance, a bit dreary.  

I’ve had my depressing week cheered by “Sword at Sunset”, a lovely book about King Arthur, you should 
read it, very moving and though it strips a lot of the glamour off the chivalric story and replaces it with a more 
likely setting, it is still inspiring. Quite a lot of Frazerish incident too, the ritual sacrifice of the king, the Sin 
that must be expiated etc. We have such a nice new assistant, your age and half way through his first novel, and 
a fan of T.H. White… Its odd how much more I have in common with the young lads than my old 
generation… Write to Anne sometime, I think she’s a little homesick, though happy…. Are you a B.A. 
officially? 

 
 From Patterdale Youth Hostel, Sunday 15th September 1963. 
[a little of the carbon paper has slipped so parts of the first paragraph are missing, 
indicated by ...] 
 
To Mummy and Daddy,  
 ....would be ideal for working in & I could go with one or two of my friends & ...working parties; I think I 
may have discussed the subject before, if I find a reasonable place for £50 or so how do you feel? Still this is 
far in the future I hope since I will probably be abroad for a year before that. My ... advised me to suggest to the 
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Min. of Ed. that I ought to learn two languages – probably French, German or Italian – as a preparation for 
... and also put forward the personal reason that I would like to come out to visit you, tho' the latter seems 
unlikely because of the time element. My fate has is now being decided. If I can go away I hope to just wander 
around, perhaps going to a university like Penny at Perugia, getting odd jobs etc, mostly just talking & reading 
so as to learn the languages. I must also try to take 'O' or 'A' level in the languages next summer, since this 
might give me the needed discipline. I'll let you know my financial situation later. So far I've saved about £15 
& added to the £60 which should see me until the time when I get a job. the brother of Jack, the assistant 
warden under whom I am working here, travelled around with a tent for about 2 years in Europe & averaged 
£1-8s a week in spending money so £75 should see me a fair way. Yes, I would like to go to Sicily & see 
Danilo Dolci in action but I may let myself get swept by events.  
 The nature of my job has changed radically since I came to work at Patterdale, & this has outwardly been 
symbolized by the superb weather we've been having, day after day of strong wind & sunshine with the fells like 
Heaton Cooper water colours. Apart from the first two days there have been very few people around & 
consequently there is hardly anything for me to do, I am working about 25 hours a week instead of 70. the 
'boss' is very pleasant, a man of 38 tho' in many ways he seems much younger. He is very kind, rather 
uncertain of himself & a bit restless. He hopes to go to Australia soon to earn a fortune & I can see why the 
explorers & gold-hunters of the last century appeal so strongly to him. His brother, a few years older, & also a 
wandering type, one of the slightly dissatisfied drifters, has been staying for the last few days & we have been 
having endless discussions on art, religion etc.  
 The brother, Jim, is a committed, tho', so far, unsuccessful, writer. He wrote a travel book, which was 
rejected, & is just getting over the disappointment. they both read extensively & have an amazing appetite for 
philosophic discussion. We have swopped plans for changing the world, discussed the vices of the academic way 
of life, dragged Colin Wilson, Henry Miller & Wordsworth through the critical flame almost ad nauseam.  
 As I explained to them, somewhat to their surprise, I have spent more time on 'deep discussions' in the last 
week than three years at Oxford. Partly as a consequence of this my great thesis on Adolescence has hardly 
progressed. I have dipped into various books, but in this superb weather feel it more profitable to go walking. 
There will be more than enough time for thought in the near future probably.  
 Today I walked with them to Ullswater along a cart-track through a pine wood. The sight of the suddenly 
blue water, the smell of junipers when they had been squeezed, the fluttering greenness & silver of a silver-birch 
against the reddening bracken were infinitely beautiful. In my mind they blend with a walk I took up to 
Kirkstone pass on Thursday along the other side of Brotherswater. On this occasion there was no wind & the 
lake mirrored the rowan trees, the rushes & the converging mountains.  
 You may be surprised to hear that I actually took some strenuous exercise after weeks of inactivity so I will 
explain. On Wednesday evening, per usual, we got a girl to help with the washing up etc in our kitchen. She 
was very giggly & had a broad Lancs accent etc so we offered her coffee. Soon afterwards her friend came in & 
seeing the coffee demanded some in such a cheeky way that we had to give in. On closer inspection she turned out 
to be extremely attractive, with turned up grey eyes, nice lips & nose & shapely figure. Thus we did not refuse 
when they pleaded to have coffee at 10.15 p.m. We talked & talked on every subject & turning away from 
gazing ecstatically into her eyes I found that it was after 2 p.m.  
 It appeared that Jean, as I found out the prettier girls name to be, was a nursery nurse, studying for her 
exams. She lives in Blackburn, has just won a beauty competition & is going down to the South Coast next 
week-end for the next round. She likes a little classical music – mainly ballet, since she learnt ballet when she 
was younger; you can see it when she walks – but mostly 'pop'. Through a combination of attractiveness, 
cheekiness & a candid awareness that 'stars' like to be treated as human beings, she has met & knows most of 
the current singers – Emile Ford, Marty Wilde & especially 'Cliff' to whom she writes. As you can imagine all 
this gave her a sort of glamour which was heightened by its distance from the 'intellectual' & 'Aesthetic' virtues 
which normally attract me.  
 Anyhow they both came down for breakfast with us, on the condition that they made it, & I had a pleasant 
walk & a pleasant talk to the top of Kirkstone, with me discoursing on subjects such as King Arthur – which 
must have secretly amused them. After a picnic at the top we said a sad farewell. I'm not sure why I've gone into 
all this boring detail except that one day I might find it an interesting record of that momentary clash between 
two characters, full of promise but blighted by conventions & by iron barriers of upbringing, class etc! I don't 
suppose I shall see her again, which is perhaps as well, & there are seven girls coming tonight - –who knows? 
 It was unfortunate that Granny, Richard etc chose Thursday to come over her to collect me for fishing – and 
didn't phone me. I wonder what Granny thought when she heard I was out conducting two young ladies over the 
fells – tho' even she must have thought it harmless enough. I went home last Monday for my night off & was 
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immediately submerged under the 'Lemon' invasion.1 Actually I like all the family very much. Jean is obviously 
very sensitive & intelligent, & possibly, rather unhappy? Do you know here well? The children are nice & full 
of bubble & squeak. I went fishing with Roddy in Black Beck & the trout almost jumped up onto the bank for 
us – we ended up with 12 plump little fish & Lee caught a few more. Richard, the universal chauffeur, 
remained in the background a bit, & I feel slightly sorry for him, if this doesn't sound too condescending.  
 I hope all goes well & the wealthy cools down.  
 All my love to you both,  
Alan  
  
15th September Palatine Sq, Burnley Sat. 
 
Dear Alan,  
 Thanks a lot for your letter, I didn’t get it until this afternoon, as I overslept a bit! I’m sorry we missed you 
yesterday but I can assure you, that we didn’t deliberately avoid you. … [description of her visit to Youth Hostel 
near Troutbeck] … If you ever feel inclined to write, please do, as I shall be pleased to hear from you again. 
Remember me to Jack, and once again thank you very much for everything, you have been “very gallant”, “Sir 
Galahad”, no seriously though, I do appreciate your “pack-horse” act.  
 All the Best, Jean  
 

During my relationship with Penny, I stopped writing love poetry, though I sent 
her much of other people and my letters were loaded with sentiment. Yet when I 
returned to the Lake District in late June 1963 and Penny left for Italy and we became 
just ‘good friends’, my amorous eyes could turn towards others. I started again to 
write snatches of poetry which show something of the mixture of yearning, sensuous 
excitement and restraint of this period. Here is a scan of part of just one of these, 
written to Jean. 

 
 
 
  
  

 
 

                                                
1 The Lemons were my grandmother's sister Margery's family.  
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My Lake District idyll ended soon after for I heard back from the Ministry of 
Education that they would not allow me to postpone my State Studentship, which 
meant that I only had a couple of weeks to re-arrange my life and prepare to return to 
Oxford.  
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I wrote again to my parents from the second Youth Hostel, describing the 

aftermath of this refusal.  
 
 

Saturday September 21st 1963 Patterdale Youth Hostel, Penrith 
 
Dear Mummy and Daddy,  
 Thank you for your letter of the 13th. I'm sorry Ting is still bad, I only hope he can hang on until the cold 
weather. You ask if I'm a B.A. officially yet – no. One has either to go to Oxford & do it in splendour with 
dons mumbling latin, or one can do it in absence. I had thought that, if the dates are alright, you might like to 
come to Oxford for the Encaena or whatever it is. It would provide an excellent opportunity for Mummy to wear 
her black hat which the lama chewed & I believe it is traditional to have swarms of adoring & admiring 
relatives cooing round & taking photographs – doesn't that sound superior. Say if you think this would be a 
good idea. There might be complications, for instance I might have to be an official B.A. before I started my 
research.  
 When is your local leave? I hope you manage to get away, & don't spend most of it mending punctures on 
the way there & back, as seems frequently to happen. I'll be interested to hear if you find any local legends etc; I 
must start a serious study of anthropology soon. I also want to read "Sword at Sunset", actually someone to 
whom I told my enthusiasm for Arthurian romances recommended it to me a long time ago. I'm still half way 
thro' 'The Once and Future King' & will perhaps try to finish it next week. I lent it to the warden at the last 
Y.H. & he seemed to enjoy it...  
 There have been continued frantic phone calls & letters this week about my grant. I suggested to the 
Ministry that I might learn some foreign languages etc, as I think I old you. The final outcome was a letter on 
Friday which said that after careful consideration & so on they had decided not to postpone it a year (as my 
tutor said, they're not really interested in the good of my soul) & so I will have to start in October. There are 
recompenses. most of my friends will still be there; I will still be thinking along the right patterns etc. I just hope 
that I don't lose touch with the swarming world outside the cloister walls & become a dry worshipper of 
academic truth.  
 As I think I told you, I have chosen a subject which moves me slightly away from 'pure' history I hope, 
either towards utility or towards literature, we'll see. No doubt practical problems, ie. digs, will crop up. I'll 
probably be finishing this job on the 27th or soon after & then must go down to Oxford. There is also the 
question of money. I should have about £70 saved by October, what would you like me to do with it since 
much of it is the money you have been forwarding? The only things I need are one or two clothes & some 
working equipment – a filing cabinet, more index cards & other gadgets which are my hearts delight. Sometime 
soon I would like to re-do my room, put in some book-shelves since my books are spilling over & get a desk at 
which I can type, but this can wait till you come back. We’ll work out other details later.  
 Last Monday I decided to hitch down to see the girl I told you about in my last letter – Jean. She'd written 
to say that she was occupied on Monday evening which was my evening off, but I thought I could go on & see 
Fiona if she was at home at the least. It was a glorious day & I felt rather foolish leaving the Lakes & entering 
industrial Lancs, but I soon found that on a fine day the Northern cities have a glowing beauty of their own.  
 I was lucky with my lifts which took me in four hops over the Yorks moors via Settle & arrived in Burnley 
at about 4.30. I prowled round the town for a while & then rang up Jean from a phone box near to her house. 
She was surprised but pleased to hear me & we had coffee together. She had a meeting of the Youth Leaders or 
something (she does a lot of Youth Work – is a guide, leads the Rangers, entertains old people etc) & so we 
arranged to meet the next evening. Then I caught a bus over to Mancs to see Fiona.  
 It was a wonderful drive over; one imagines a succession of grimy seats, but in fact there is a high moor in 
between & the sun was just setting as we climbed out of Burnley. The town lay in a maze of lights below us, 
while the black moors stretched silent on our right, with the after-glow of the sun making each tuft of grass stand 
out sharply. then we tunnelled into the mean streets again, with their half-lit shops & evening restlessness, the 
guttering lamps & the scraps of paper in the wind.  
 I finally located Fiona’s new flat & was let in by a very pleasant girl who lives below. It is in a very 
pleasant situation, with a park opposite, with good lighting & near to a bus. The flat itself is ideal & looks 
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unmistakeably bohemian with its collages, weird sculptures etc. Fiona & Janet seem very well & thrilled at 
their new work. They are preparing for their house-warming party.  
 I had lunch with Fiona & then went over to Burnley where I spent a very happy evening with Jean. She 
showed me round Burnley's parks & football ground & then we had a meal at a Chinese restaurant & went to 
see Gregory Peck in 'To Kill a Mockingbird' – all about the colour bar. I didn't notice much of the film, but 
I'm not sure it was as good as it is supposed to be. I left Jean about 11.20 & wondered where I could stay the 
night. But with my first thumb I was given a lift by a nightclub proprietor who gave me a drink in his 'joint' in 
Bury and then drove me on to Mancs & I returned to F's flat at about 2.30. I hitched up easily the next day.  
 We that's enough of my doings. By the time I write again I should have left my Y.H.  
 Look after ourselves & much love to you both,  
 

I wrote to my tutor James Campbell on the same day: 
 
Youth Hostels Association, Goldrill House, Patterdale Saturdays Sept 21st [A 

typed letter] 
 
Dear James,  
 I have just heard from the Ministry that they won’t let me have a year off. I tried to ring you on Friday 
evening but hear that you have been away for the weekend. As they wanted an immediate confirmation if I still 
wanted to accept the grant I have written to them saying I will start in October; I hope this is in order. I am 
working here until the end of the month, tho’ I can get off to come down to Oxford before then if it is urgent. 
Otherwise I will be coming down in the first week of October to look for accomodation [sic – corrected by 
James!] etc, & presume I will work out the details of the thesis then. I hope all the regulations of College & 
University authorities can be settled.  
 I am just off to sunbathe beside Ullswater as it is another sweltering day & my ‘puritan’ conscience is 
partly quietened by the thought of the work ahead.  
 Yours sincerely, Alan Macfarlane [in red biro] 
 

I also wrote several letters to both Penny and Julie during the summer. Only one 
survives, because I kept a carbon copy of it. It was written from Patterdale Youth 
Hostel, Sunday, 22nd Sept. [I have added paragraph breaks] 
 
Dear Julie,  
 Thank you very much for your long letter. Please excuse this typewritten reply. If you object to such an 
impersonal way of writing please do say, it is only laziness on my part & also the fact that I can write much 
faster like this & thus much more.  
 Poor Pussy, you sound very disconsolate, or rather the contents of what you say sounds very depressing, but 
the way in which you say it is so resigned & stoical – even self-amused as if you were looking at yourself from 
outside – that I don’t quite know what to make of your state. For instance when you say “I expect I’ll be done 
for in a few months” or “the advent of my long-expected breakdown is nigh” the contrast between the terror of 
what you say & the casual way in which you say it makes the thing almost ludicrous. I wish I knew what to 
say to help you, but all I can really do is offer you my sympathy & tell you that I am thinking of you. If I was 
to start to analyse you in my amateur way I would probably end up in an awful mess, but here are some way-
out suggestions.  
 I think that the truth lies between the two theories you mention, deep-seated causes & environment. Judging 
from my own experience the deep-seated cause is that you are too sensitive & intelligent. This means that the 
disease, a kind of religious schizophrenia which I believe to be at the heart of modern life affects you most & 
brings you more agony than most. I can hear you protesting – “Why bring religion into this” & it may be that 
I’m just a fanatic, but listen on a bit. Also you may object that you don’t have any great soul-wrestling, no great 
spasms of guilt etc. This isn’t really what I mean by religious agony. I am thinking more of a dryness, a feeling 
of hopelessness perhaps, a disillusion & conviction of purposelessness. It is the dull ache hinted at the end of 
Dover Beach & Meredith’s Modern Love – “Ah what a dusty answer gets the soul when hot for certainties in 
this our life”. It is the realization that your last attempt to impose coherence & order on things, to live by an 
absolute code & to believe in things above greed & selfishness is failing, that everything is splitting up & losing 
its relationship; that the mystery & the ‘otherness’ as Lawrence would call it are only conjured up by the brain 



 524 

& that reality if there is such a thing is dry & meaningless. I have a suspicion that I am speaking more of my 
own spiritual struggles than yours, but perhaps it may help all the same.  

This whole problem, the fading of coherence & belief, the emergence of an entirely relativistic philosophy & 
the death of the great dark & light powers which once lived just below or behind the surface of life is the central 
core of what I hope to turn into my background work for the next ten years. If [you] are sick with this disease, 
as most of us are, your help would be invaluable, since you are a more than ordinarily gifted & sensitive person. 
I don’t know the cure yet, I just guess that to study the disease itself might provide the answer. I suppose most of 
us immerse ourselves in some little escapist world, whether it is the common man’s busy life or horse-racing, or 
the intellectual’s pursuit of some kind of abstract truth. All I am certain of is that to try to give up the struggle 
altogether is death, while probably the best temporary solution is to immerse oneself in something bigger than 
yourself. For me I hope this will be some kind of humanitarian work, that if I pit myself up against some 
monster of cruelty & ignorance, for instance the giant problem of population of the slums of Calcutta, this may 
cure my ache and & also help someone.  

I doubt whether recommending you to become a nun or something would be very helpful, but I am certain 
that unless you make a complete break with the rather dilettante life you have led for the last 2 years you will 
only get worse. I hope this doesn’t sound too presumptious [sic], it will I’m afraid, & also it will sound a bit 
like those of your advisers who say that your state is only the result of being well-off & spoilt. The only truth in 
this is that even if you were a prostitute you would have to struggle to keep alive & have less time for thought, & 
probably wouldn’t be thoughtful enough to feel as miserable as you do now. I can feel that I’m not helping at all 
so I will leave the subject until you tell me some more; perhaps after all it is merely that you need to get married 
& have not found anyone suitable yet. Why do you want to bring Per[egrine] into this bitter world of which you 
seem tired? As I have said my own long term solution as I see it now is to a) try to keep hold onto my traditional 
Christian faith b) self-discipline myself and try to help others; immersing myself in some great cause – perhaps 
something to do with educational reform c) as a hobby & relaxation study the intellectual aspects of the 
problems which are worrying me & I assume many others.  

 You ask why I am doing such a badly-paid job which anyone could do. As you may know I have a 
Puritan obsession about money – I am determined not to let it become a devouring object in my life (which is, of 
course, just the way in which one drifts into becoming obsessed with it – in a perverted way) and hence the 
money angle doesn’t matter. I would rather do a job I enjoy – & I do enjoy this now that the season is over & 
things are a bit quieter – than a highly paid & unpleasant job. Anyhow I haven’t much longer since I am 
finishing on about Friday.  

 I’ve just heard from the Min. of Ed. that they won’t let me go abroad for a year & so I’ve got to go back 
to Oxford in October; it’ll be nice to see Paul, Alistair, David Izaac etc, but I shall miss those who have gone – 
including Peter who failed his English exams entirely & Sally (Broadbent) & Carrie at nos 3 Southmoor Rd; 
also I’m afraid of becoming too dry & academic. Still if I read plenty of Keats I should be alright! 

 There has been absolutely gorgeous weather here for the last week & I have been sunbathing on the side 
of Ullswater lake. I could imagine myself beside the Med’n with the ripples kissing the rocks, the steep gorse & 
bracken hillside away from the water & the smouldering air, just the cicadas were missing.  

 On Monday I left the Lakes for a couple of days & hitched down into industrial Lancs to see a sweet 
girl who I had met when she was staying in the hostel here. She is a nurse in Burnley & a good corrective to my 
pomposity & dreaminess. I also stayed with my sister in Mancs where she has got a very ‘arty’ flat.  

 I hope you’ll be able to come over to see me in Oxford, I will come to see you if I’m in London. Yes, do 
write to Penny, she comes back soonish tho’. 

 Look after yourself Pussy & write soon; don’t get too depressed,  
 Fondest love, Alan  
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[From the Worcester College Archives] 
 

A very generous grant indeed. Especially as my parents offered to supplement it by 
£100 per year.  

 
The next letter from my mother is on September 23rd from Cherideo. The letter 

was addressed to Patterdale Youth Hostel; forwarded to Field Head’, then forwarded 
again to Worcester College, Oxford. So it heralded the start of my doctoral years. 
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My dear Alan,  
 I didn’t write last week, it was a bad week as Ting [a monkey] died on Thursday… I have been terribly 
bleak since, this is a bad place for trying to get over things as there is no outlet, nowhere to go to, I read and 
work until I’m dizzy but then there comes a time when I must stop and then regrets and memories rush in. I 
know it is only a minute fraction of the suffering that goes on everywhere, but one is struck afresh with the 
pointlessness of it, let us beastly selfish grasping men suffer but why a small innocent animal who has done 
nobody any harm. One can go on banging ones head and asking why for ever, there seems no answer but 
acceptance. I don’t think I got a letter from you either, by now you will probably have made up your mind about 
your future and I hope are happy about it. Granny never writes these days... 

Just at present I feel I want to leave India, now, and for ever. I cant take it any more and the helplessness of 
its suffering – so we shall probably be after that wardens job in the Isle of Arran – how lovely it sounds, the 
cold sea air, the gulls, no more blindness, starvation and sores. But I doubt if there is really any escape and one 
will carry the sores and sorrows round with one forever. 

 I have just read James Baldwins “The Fire Next Time”, it is very moving and beautifully written and 
makes one see more clearly exactly what it is to have a black skin. I think your generation will have a saner 
outlook on that, it is something ingrained in the older people, so instinctive that it probably dates way back to a 
primitive world, that despising of colour. Like anti-Catholicism and anti Semitism – really the more I survey the 
Victorian scene the more unpleasant they seem to be. And yet my grandmother who hated Catholics and despised 
Jews and thought Black Men were animals was in many ways a pet and spent an awful lot of time and money 
on charity. Ditto Granpa who is a terrible snob, it seems that people who are intolerant in general are kinder in 
particulars.  

Daddy and I have made a vow that we aren’t going to the club any more, at least not unless we absolutely 
have to, and I hope to visit the villages more and try and paint and collect folk stories. I’m beginning to get the 
hang of the Moghuls and their administration, and feel I know enough to write several books already but I still 
haven’t decided how to approach the subject from a fresh angle. …. 
 I hope I’ll be feeling more cheerful in my next letter – time is a healer & the stale flat & unprofitable feeling 
will pass. Much love, Mummy  
 

Her next letter still echoes themes of the summer, so I include it here. It is from 
Cherideo on October 3rd. 
 
My dear Alan,  
 Two letters from you last week for which I was very thankful as I was feeling pretty depressed. I am 
recovering now, though have terrible pangs sometimes. Still I think I am trembling on the verge of some discovery 
about pain and suffering, something to do with pain being at the heart of happiness (as it always is) and vice 
versa – I cant really explain but it has a lot to do with Evelyn Underhill and the one-ness of experience, I 
haven’t grasped it yet except in flashes. It’s a most interesting and enlightening book, and I now want to read all 
the references he lists, I think I shall start with the Sufi mystics who I can get here, I cant ever see myself having 
the time or opportunity to meditate properly!  

I am glad your future has resolved itself, as you say there are things in favour of both courses but now it has 
been decided for you you can relax and make the best of it. You don’t say what you are studying for what degree 
or doctorate. Of course I am longing to appear in my llama-chewed headgear to coo over you – we were both 
regretting bitterly the fact that we wouldn’t be able to see you get your bona fide B.A. – but as you say you 
might perhaps have to take it now – I hope not though.  

I’m glad you managed to see your Jean again, I don’t think long absences make the heart grow fonder, short 
ones do but time is the great eraser and when you cant remember what a persons voice is like even its hard to 
stay ecstatic.  

We got a p.c. from Penny from Perugia which was nice of her, are you still Good Friends? Here it is quite 
chilly to-day.  

I have finished my notes on your Moghul book and have sent off to the National Library in the hopes I’ll be 
able to get more from them, if they cant help I will join in the Hakluyt Society….  

It was nice to get your description of Fiona’s flat, she did actually send us a scrawl a few days later but told 
us little except that she was happy…  

You can do what you like with the money, you will need clothes, probably a suit, and anything you have over 
can go to the Croft Fund. We are hoping to go to Geeya (?) [Gigha] where Daddy’s uncle was a minister and 
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find something there, we still owe you a 21st birthday present and that could perhaps be it. I believe you lent 
Fiona some money, as neither she nor Granny let me know how things stand it is difficult but I thought she had 
plenty. Do hope you are cosily dug in somewhere with your tapes and filing cabinet and don’t feel “stale” – but 
this time you will be working along different lines presumably without an exam hanging over you?  
With much love, Mummy 
 

* 
 

One of the long letters I wrote to my Sedbergh school-friend Ian Campbell in 
Canada is dated Thursday 26th Sept, addressed from Field Head, but clearly written 
at Patterdale Youth Hostel. It is a carbon of a typed letter.  
 
Dear Ian,  
 Thanks for your letter which has galvanized me into action after months of sloth (recognise the word?!) 
Apologies for this typewritten letter, I get lazy in my old age. I can’t remember if I have replied to your last letter 
or when I last wrote so I will start from my news since I finished at Oxford in June; with luck I’ll cover your 
remarks about career, Joyce (to whom best regards by the way) etc under the usual divisions of sex, religion & 
vocation. Here goes…  
 Exams after three years were a nightmare, tho’ I was luckier than some of my friends who almost had 
breakdowns – one of them failing his English finals completely into the bargain. For lack of anything better & 
for a rest & an opportunity to read I then got a job in a Lake District Youth Hostel on the slopes of Helvellyn. 
The work was much harder than I expected, cleaning out toilets, preparing meals, scrubbing floors etc for nearly 
70 hours a week at about 1/3d per hour. The Warden was rather an aggressive Geordi & there were a stream 
of Geordi’s with whom I reminisced about my brief visit to Jesmond Dene! The great compensation was a 
superb view down to the Lake and a stream of pretty & friendly girls.  

Most of the time I was waiting to hear my results. I had been given a long ‘viva’ or oral at Oxford after the 
written exams which meant I was a borderline case, but between which grades I wasn’t sure. Anyhow the 
outcome was that I found that I had just missed a first. Then there was another long wait to see if I had been 
awarded a State Studentship which would finance me to do research. During this time I planned my world tour, 
writing off to Leonard Cheshire & beginning to get clued up on fisheries etc. Then I heard I had got the 
Studentship, so letters flew back & forth from my tutor & myself to the Min. of Educ’n to try to postpone the 
commencement of the grant to allow me a year abroad – probably in the Med’n region – before I started. I 
learnt about a week ago that they refuse & I have got to start my thesis in about 4 days. I haven’t even chosen a 
subject – but one can’t turn up one’s nose at £1500 [£500 a year for three years], however much one 
harangues at the gross materialism of life etc.  

 I hope to do a subject which both takes me slightly nearer practical matters & also raises literary topics 
– since literature has always been my real love – perhaps I will do something on English educational reform in 
the C16 or C17. I will be off in a couple of days to find digs & will emerge in three years with a B.Litt. or 
D.Phil. & probably dried up inside. I have been, as usual, thinking along the same lines as you & agree 
entirely that tho’ one cannot underestimate the importance of training there is a constant pressure dragging one 
away from one’s earlier idealism & eagerness to contribute. Financial temptations & the desire for security is 
one of my greatest temptations; once I was married I think the battle would be lost. And that takes me on 
naturally to the next topic – sex etc. But before that I must say how sorry I am that I won’t be able to get over 
to Vancouver next summer. Is there any chance that you might be on this side of the Atlantic in the next three 
years? You know that you would always be very welcome at Field Head. My parents will be home next year. Is 
Joyce still thinking of coming over to England? 

 As far as love/lust is concerned I’ve come to the conclusion that I’m too young to fall in love, & that 
consequently I might as well be slightly less intense about my affairs than previously, tho’ careful not to hurt any 
girls. This is all very well to say, but I’ll idealize & spiritualize each casual affair I have in the future as much 
as I have up to now.  

 My affairs are slightly complex. Penny & I are, I believe, just ‘good friends’; she has been in Italy at 
Perugia university for the last two months & starts at York university in a couple of weeks. We had a great 
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row, but parted in friendship with many wonderful memories of a strange but enriching relationship which saved 
me from a worse neurosis during my pre-exam work.1  

 Since then I have been writing to Felicity, a daughter of my Godmother who I have known since she was 
about 6. I won’t go into details in this letter since I have a suspicion that I’ve told you about her before. But if I 
haven’t she’s very pretty, with turned up green eyes, very gold hair & a nice smile. Also she is very sensitive & 
intelligent... Anyhow she has gone off to South America & at the time of writing must be a few miles off Buenos 
Aires where she will remain for about 6 months & then come back to do a nursing course.  

In the absence of anyone serious I have flirted gently with various youth hostellers. At the moment I am 
having an idyllic affair with a girl who I met about 2 weeks ago (I have been at another Youth Hostel for the 
last two weeks, here there is much less work to do & the Warden is a bachelor & seems about my own age, tho’ 
he is in fact 38 & one of life’s wanderers) we talked until about 3 in the morning & I then helped her with her 
pack over Kirkstone pass (romantic isn’t it!) & went down the following week-end & took her out to dinner & 
a film from her home in Burnley. She is a trainee-nurse, good Lancashire background & very sweet & attractive 
needless to say (she has been down South on a beauty competition this week-end). She may come up this week-
end, but I don’t know what will happen then.  

Apart from anything else as a student &, I hope, helper of humanity as well as a budding (?) writer it is 
most valuable to be with someone from such a different environment & to break through sociological & 
intellectual barriers on the pulses of emotion. Do you still [believe] in keeping away from marriage until your are 
nearly 30; in abstract I agree more than ever …. But who knows? 

I am going thro’ my usual spiritual turmoil. Work for exams helped to drug my mind to a certain extent & 
I was forced to put such questions aside, but it all burst out again when I had time to think. I get more dazed 
every minute and I expect this is what has made me decide to undertake a course of study, reading & writing, in 
the attempt to re-impose unity & order on a world which seems to be breaking up before my new knowledge.  

It’s a bit late so I won’t bore you with the details of the plan – anyhow it’s probably a fad & won’t come to 
anything. But it is centred on the question of what happens to a child’s mind & imagination when it becomes 
an adult. I would study this on a collective basis in modern history, with the impact of modern science on old 
religious beliefs; in anthropology, with the impact of new ideas on an old, closed & united, system of beliefs & 
taboos; in literature – especially in children’s stories & of course in psychology. If nothing else it should give me 
a framework from my reading.  

 This summer I have been trying to start on the Literature aspect by comparing what happened to the 
poetic & artistic imagination in the C17 & C19 when there were giant shocks to the older order from the new 
astronomy, geology etc & all absolutes seem to vanish between an entirely relative world in which the air was 
too rarefied [sic] for man to breathe. In the next three years I want to study Anthropology, Psychology & 
Literature. Of course this will be just an introduction to these fields & probably I’ll find that my thesis more 
than drains all my reserves of intellectual energy. My uncle’s successes as a writer – he is now an established 
historical biographer & is reviewing for newspapers, going on the wireless etc spurs me on. My secret ambition 
is to be asked by Sedbergh civics! 
 Actually I expect all this study of poetry, the Grail & Arthurian legends etc is probably my equivalent of the 
scientist’s escape into the world of abstract ‘truth’ & absolute laws – far from the harassing problems of 
contemporary life.  

I’ve been reading Yeats avidly – do you know any of his poetry? Tell me what you think of the ‘Sorrow of 
Love if you can get hold of it. Not sure what it means but sounds good.  

 All the very best & write. Regards to all the family. Alan  
 
There is a list of some of the books I was reading over that summer referred to in this 

letter, and also when I wrote about carrying many books up to the Glenridding Youth Hostel, 
these are what I meant.  

 

                                                
1 Penny and I remained good friends and wrote to each other and kept in contact for some 
years, and have recently renewed our contact. We each married someone else a few years 
later.  
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