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Sparks from Lawrence's Pen 
THE LETTERS OF T. E. LAWRENCE OF 

ARABIA. Edited by David Garnett. 
New York: Douhleday, Doran & Co. 
1939. $5. 

Reviewed by HENRY SEIDEL CANBY 

THE publishers of this remarkable 
book say that Colonel Lawrence 
was a very great le t ter-wri ter . 

Their statement is probably justified, bu t 
it is hard to tell from a first reading. 
One needs to digest this author 's cor­
respondence. There are 850-odd pages of 
letters, packed with thinking, erratic with 
congested detaU, allusive, elusive, witty, 
erudite, always familiar. They read as if 
sparks flew from the pen as h e wrote. 
Personality electrifies them to a degree 
which makes the brain tingle, till the 
reader slows down. Few letters have 
less than a dozen subjects. There is the 
kind of tension in them which you get 
in a too wit ty play. Without annotation, 
some of them would be unintelligible to 
the vminformed,—^but there is good anno­
tation. An active intellect at work upon 
the complex life of our times is certainly 
displayed in this book. 

Most of the letters are high-spirited, 
but not all. Lawrence writes from the 
camp where he enlisted anonymously as 
a private: 

To Lionel Curt is 
27.3.23 (Bovington Camp) 

. . . Here every m a n has joined b e ­
cause he was down and out: and no 
one talks of the Army or of promotion, 
or of t rades and accomplishments. . . . 
We are social bed-rock, those unfit for 
life-by-competition: and each of us 
values the rest as cheap as h e knows 
himself to be. 

I suspect tha t this low estimation is 
very much the t ru th . . . . The leisured 
world for hvmdreds, or perhaps thou­
sands of years has been jealously work ­
ing and recording the advance of each 
generation for the start ing-point of the 
next—and here these masses are as 
animal, as carnal as were their a n ­
cestors before Plato and Christ and 
Shelley and Dostoevsky taught and 
thought. In this crowd it's made s tar -
tlingly clear how short is the range of 
human knowledge, and what poor con­
ductors of it ordinary humans are. . . . 

The pity of it is, tha t you've got to 
take this black core of things in camp, 
this animality, on t r u s t . . . . I can't wri te 
it, because in l i terature such things 
haven' t ever been, and can't be. To r e ­
cord the acts of Hu t 12 would produce 
a moral-medical case-book, not a work 
of ar t bu t a document. It isn't the filth 
of it which hur t s me, because you can't 
call filthy the pursuit of a bitch by a 
dog, . . . bu t I lie in bed night after 
night with this cat-calling carnality 
seething u p and down the hut , . . . and 
my mind aches with the rawness of 
knowing that it will cease only when 
the slow bugle calls for "lights out" an 
hour or so hence, . . . and the waiting 
is so slow. . . . However the call comes 
always in the end, and suddenly at last, 
like God's Providence, a dewfall of 

peace upon the camp . . . but surely the 
world would be more clean if we were 
dead or mindless? 

I get several impressions of Lawrence 
new to me from this book, and I prefer 
to wri te of them ra ther than to follow 
the course of the letters, which would 
be hopeless in a brief review, or discuss 
the revelations of inside history they 
contain, which would need expert knowl­
edge and book length. But these revela­
tions are not sensational. Lawrence d i s ­
approved of his age, his country's ways, 
and many of his superiors, bu t he bucked 
with ra ther than against them. He was 
that type common among England's best, 
a radical conservative. 

The early portion of the book is essen­
tially the lengthy journal of a young 
archeologist. The letters tell of the m a k ­
ing of a scholar; and a scholar in war, 
and after war, Lawrence was and r e ­
mained. His famous Arabian adventure 
fits into its place in his personal history, 
and becomes easily explicable—granting 
his undoubted genius. As an archeologist-
historian, whose specialty was military 
castles, he approached the Arabian si tu­
ation as a research problem to be solved 
by experiments based on the known facts. 
His job was to pu t together a strategy 
and invent a tactics from every kind of 
evidence available, precisely as an arche­
ologist puts together a culture from his 
studies of fragments. This explains, I 
think, the experimental character of his 
exploits, his determination that they 
should all fit into a scheme, and his 
crushing disappointment when the war 
succeeded but Arabian uni ty failed. It 
explains, also, the intense personal zest 
of "The Seven Pillars of Wisdom." The 
author is neither soldier nor adventurer, 
bu t a research man with a creative brain, 
turned loose upon the management of 
life in a dynamic moment. 

When the war was won, the peace lost, 
and Lawrence, disgusted with the out ­
come, was trying to conceal his too no to­
rious identity, the same congenital scholar 
is at work. He enters the army to get the 
steadying effect of routine and freedom 
from financial anxieties, bu t equally to 
study the organization of an air force and 
work on the mechanics of flying boats. 
His editor guesses that his contributions 
in this direction may prove to be his 
greatest. And in the hours of leisure 
which day's end in a camp provided be t ­
ter than life in London, his mind ranges 
all over the field of contemporary intel­
lectual activity, classifying, sorting, crit i­
cizing, constantly comparing the one book 
for which he was known with other con­
temporary achievements, usually to its 
discredit. Translating Homer came n a t u ­
rally to a man trained as an archeologist, 
passionate about great writing, who had 
lived in some measure at least a Homeric 

T. E. Lawrence in 1935 

life. Note in reading these letters, espe­
cially to Winston Churchill, or to officials 
responsible for the East, how he brings 
out his facts in flashes from any year, 
any place, but all documented, like a 
scholar producing cards from his cata­
logue. If Lawrence was a professional at 
anything, which he doubted, it was in 
constructive scholarship. 

Another strong impression from these 
letters is that, though he insisted he was 
normal Anglo-Irish, Lawrence was a man 
quite out of this time, though not, pe r ­
haps, of the next. His eccentricities, van i ­
ties, and egoisms do not enter into this 
distinction, although they have helped to 
build up a legend of abnormality for a 
man who, to judge from these letters, 
was abnormal only in the speed of his 
thinking, and the intensity of his emo­
tional reactions. 

But everywhere you look in this book 
is clear evidence that this man was out 
of step with the type mind of the lO's 
and 20's and 30's. It took big men to u n ­
derstand him. He was at home with 
Doughty, Allenby, Hardy, Shaw, though 
like none of them. The t ruth seems to 
be that he completed very early in life 
a synthesis which H. G. Wells might have 
envied for his novels. He had retained 
the feudal tradition of loyalty to service 
inherited from his gentleman father, 
added the passionate desire for t ru th of 
a good scholar, and blended with these 
the twent ie th-century creative scientist's 
willingness to abolish precedents and 
create a future. From this corrposite ideal 
came most of his troubles, H all of his suc ­
cess. The war, which was a nineteenth-
century war of pi;onomic objectives 
concealed by words and conducted by mil ­
itary leaders who were servants of poli­
ticians, let him down constantly, although 
he always bobbed up unti l his job was 
done. He simply could not understand 
the motives of half-way men thinking 
in terms of material gain or loss. He is 
as outside the profit system as if he had 
been b o m in the twelfth century. This 
made him a marvelous fighter, for h e was 
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concerned only with victory, bu t a poor 
prophet, since he kept assuming that a 
logical solution of the mess from the point 
of view of history was what the countries 
at war would eventually accept. They did 
not, and the tough little Ir ishman wi th 
roughened hair and finely chiseled mouth 
ran his motorcycle off the road and was 
killed at a moment which, considering 
his disillusions, many have thought for­
tunate. 

I cannot feel so. Colonel Lawrence 
seems to me, after reading these letters, 
to have many of the attr ibutes which are 
shaping for the next age. He was in ter ­
ested in action ra ther than security. His 
open mind took to science natural ly and 
worked it into a creative scheme for en ­
larging men's powers. Most of all he had 
a faculty for seeing men and events h i s ­
torically as involved in a process of 
change where nothing shocks the creative 
mind that understands how things have 
happened. All this seems in accord with 
the trend of a mid- twent ie th century, 
where, unfortunately, minds of his br i l ­
liance, and sanity, seem to be rare. 

Interpreting Brook Farm 
PARADISE PLANTERS: The Story of 

Brook Farm. By Katherine Burton. New 
York: Longmans, Green & Co. 1939. 
$2.50. 

Reviewed by ODELL SHEPARD 

THE author of this book tells us in 
her foreword that it contains "no 
interpolation of fancy." She wishes 

us to xmderstand that "the facts told in 
these pages have been culled from exist­
ing documents and so has the conver­
sation. Whether it is ut ter ly correct in 
detail I cannot promise. Bu t I have tried 
to keep this book fact and not fiction, 
for surely imagination should have no 
par t in biography when one can find 
actual data from which to build a life 
or a history." 

One knows, of course, the absurdities 
recently perpetrated in biographical wr i t ­
ing from which these assertions, and in-

Looking for the Best 
REACHING FOR THE STARS. By Nora 

Wain. Boston: Little, Brown & Co. 
1939. $3. 

Reviewed by DAVID H . POPPER 

SUBTLE tragedy, deep unders tand­
ing, tenderness, and hope per­
vade the pages of this book. In it 

Nora Wain, Quaker and s tudent of Orien­
tal philosophy, has distilled the essence 
of four years of observation 
as a resident in Nazi Ger­
many, and has portrayed the ,-f.; 
impact of totalitarianism on , '̂ ' " -' 
the German people with rare l'\ 
sensitiveness. It was not an 
easy task. Superficial per ­
sonalities can praise or damn 
a people unreservedly, but 
individuals of insight cannot 
do so. In Germany Mrs. Wain 
was confronted by the age-
old paradox of secular gov­
ernment. Like most Amer i ­
cans she was enchanted by Nora 
the lovable qualities of the 
people. To her they were and are "the 
most generously kind, the quickest to 
sympathy," the cleanest and most effi­
cient people she had ever known—Nazis 
and non-Nazis alike. Yet on the founda­
tion of such humane characteristics has 
been erected an implacably chauvinistic 
and tyrannical regime. The question was 
insistent: how can such things be? Is the 
old Germany, the Germany of free ar t 
and cul ture and scientific investigation, 
dead? Or does it lie "as Snow White in 
a trance from eating a poisoned apple"? 

For four years Mrs. Wain sought to 
plumb the depths of the German charac­

ter. She studied carefully the works of the 
Nazi revolution—its propaganda methods, 
its dicta on history, labor, and marriage, 
its psychological grip on people whom it 
had rescued from despair. Her conclu­
sions will give hea r t to those w h o have 
sickeningly feared, these six years, that 
the wonderful nation they once knew has 
been consumed in the Nazi fire. With the 
habit of obedience to political authori ty 
ingrained in their very souls over a p e ­

riod of generations, the Ger­
man people as a whole have 
not had the moral courage or 
the civic responsibility to 
protest the arbitrary and ca­
pricious persecution to which 
they have fallen prey. In in ­
stance after instance recorded 

I, ^ in this book they have d u m b -

'•• i ly, passively, fearfully a c ­
quiesced in injustice at the 
hands of the Party. Yet Mrs. 
Wain is firmly convinced that 
the spirit of dissatisfaction is 
rising, particularly because of 
Germany's belligerent foreign 

policy. Unlike some other observers she 
finds that blind allegiance to the Fi ihrer is 
most common among the middle-aged, 
while many of the youth are torn by 
doubts. The propaganda of anti-seraitism 
and the creed of international hatred have 
in many instances failed to take root and 
sometimes have even provoked an a d ­
verse reaction. As her German friends are 
forced to seek refuge abroad and tales of 
discontent percolate out of Germany to 
her, she is emboldened to prophesy a 
drastic change in German government. 
Millions, abroad and in the Reich, will 
pray that he r faith is justified. 
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deed the chapters of the book that fol­
lows them, are a reaction. I t has been 
pointed out before, however, that when­
ever we at tempt to escape from Scylla, 
Charybdis is always waiting. 

Completely faithful and consistent in 
the application of he r theory, the author 
has "culled" he r facts and conversation 
from journals, letters, books, and articles 
wri t ten at and about Brook Fa rm by a 
considerable number of persons, impor­
tant and obscure. With little concern for 
chronology and with scant attention to 
continuity of thought or of topic, she has 
wedged these materials into a pat tern 
of events which has slight discernible 
resemblance to what actually went on at 
Brook Farm. Much of wha t she reports 
as conversation she has drawn from 
writ ten discourse, frequently with a com­
plete change of context. Seldom does it 
give the effects of living speech, bu t all 
too frequently one hears in it the sen­
tentious ring of Transcendental rhetoric. 
A good many of her facts give the im­
pression of falsity because they are mis­
understood and misinterpreted. Taken as 
a whole, the book has only the most dis­
tant relationship to the t ru th of Brook 
Farm—and this precisely because there is 
no adequate and controlled work of the 
imagination in it. 

The Brook Fa rm Community was a 
group of highly interesting persons who 
formed one of the most fascinating so­
cieties America has ever had. It is clear 
that Miss Burton has meant to present 
them as a social group, bu t it is also 
lamentably clear that she has failed in 
her purpose. After complaining that Mr. 
Van Wyck Brooks has failed, in his 
"Flowering of New England," to present 
the religious background of Transcen­
dentalism and of Brook Farm, she herself 
really does fail to give he r readers any 
coherent account of tha t background. The 
realization that George and Sophia R ip ­
ley, Charles Dana, John Sullivan Dwight, 
and Isaac Hecker were passionately de ­
voted to an ideal of reform does not 
emerge from her pages. She presents them 
as amiable chatterers, playing at life and 
making agreeable little speeches to one 
another d propos of little or nothing. Her 
people give the effect of marionettes pe r ­
forming in a t iny play that has no plot. 

Mr. Van Wyck Brooks worked out for 
himself in his "Emerson" a style of wr i t ­
ing, highly useful when p u t to its proper 
uses, which has had an unfortunate effect 
upon this probably unconscious imitator. 
In the work of Brooks it is a style held 
taut and t rue by sound thinking, by ex­
tensive knowledge, and, most of all, by 
imagination. But it is a bow of Odysseus 
which others had bet ter not t ry to draw. 

OtJell Shepard is the author of "Ped­
lar's Progress," a life of Branson Alcott, 
and the editor of Alcott's journals. 
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