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To my dear parents


John Tiarks Ranke Graves and Mary Graves and to all members of the Society of St John’s College, Oxford this book is affectionately and respectfully dedicated






















    Possess, as I possessed a season,


       The countries I resign,


    Where over elmy plains the highway


       Would mount the hills and shine,


    And full of shade the pillared forest


       Would murmur and be mine.


 


A. E. Housman, Last Poems, 40     


I do not mind how many biographies of him are brought out, so that they are accurate and kindly.


 


Katharine E. Symons, sister to A. E. Housman from a letter to Cyril Clemens, 29 October 1936, now among the Housman collection in the Library of Columbia University, New York
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Introduction







‘But when the hundred-and-thirty-eighth night had come SHE SAID


Time reaps all and does not remember; therefore let him who would know the fate which will befall his name in time to come, guard the fame of those who have passed before him into the room of death.’


The Thousand Nights and One Night, Mardrus and Mathers





My chief aim has been to write a balanced and sympathetic account of a remarkable but troubled life. A secondary aim has been to introduce a new generation to the neglected beauties of A. E. Housman’s poetry.


A. E. Housman was a great classical scholar, a distinguished poet and a vintage academic character. There has so far been no general biography. A. S. F. Gow’s Sketch (1936) was only intended as an outline of Housman’s life, for the benefit of those who were primarily concerned with Housman as a classical scholar. Other volumes of recollections by Laurence Housman, Percy Withers, Grant Richards and others illuminated different aspects of A. E. Housman’s life, without attempting a general view. George L. Watson in A. E. Housman: A Divided Life (1957) did not have access to a great number of important letters and papers; and so, there were many gaps which he could only fill with speculation. Maude M. Hawkins’s A. E. Housman: Man Behind a Mask (1958), the most recent biography, is not thought to be dependable.


The publication in Encounter (October 1967) of an article by Laurence Housman gave an important insight into his brother Alfred’s personal life; and then in 1971 the appearance of The Letters of A. E. Housman provided – as their editor, Henry Maas, had hoped – some solid material for the study of Housman’s life and character. By the mid-1970s, in addition to these and other printed sources, a great number of unpublished papers had also become accessible to any would-be biographer. These included documents in public institutions, such as the Housman collection in the Lilly Library, Indiana; and documents in private hands, such as those generously shown to the present author by M. Higham. It was now possible, for the first time, to try to see the full pattern of Housman’s life.


Any account of Housman’s life must of course describe Housman’s achievements as a classical scholar. Here I thank two of Housman’s successors to the Latin Chair at University College London: O. Skutsch; and also – and in particular – Professor G. P. Goold, the modern translator of Manilius.


Others who have given me the benefit of their expert knowledge, or who have contributed to the readability of my book, include H. M. Colvin of St John’s College, Oxford; Dr R. Robson of Trinity College, Cambridge; Mrs J. Percival, Archivist of University College London; N. V. H. Symons; John Pugh; H. E. M. Icely; J. T. R. Graves; Timothy O’Sullivan; Frank Sutterby; Alan Harding; and my wife Anne Graves.


I also thank the following for supplying me with original material or for corresponding with me on some aspect of my book: the Hon. Sir Steven Runciman, Dr R. Salisbury Woods, H. Montgomery Hyde, the Rev. Geoffrey T. Carlisle, R. M. Simkins, G. Robertson, A. G. McL. Pearce Higgins, E. G. Bothroyd, J. Hunt, and E. Dalby. I have also had useful conversations with, among others, the late A. S. F. Gow, the late Professor A. V. Hill, Mrs Phyllis Symons, Professor Sandbach, A. Prior, Dr E. P. Cadbury, Mrs David Oilier, and the Rev. A. Butler.


I owe a considerable debt of gratitude to librarians and other owners or custodians of manuscript documents who have allowed me to study material from their collections; to the owners of copyright, and the rights and permissions managers of publishers who have given me the permissions which I asked for; and to others who have smoothed my path. In particular I thank Miss Anne Munro-Ker and Miss Doris Beer of the Society of Authors for their help. Finally, I should make it clear how much I owe to the cooperation of the Housman Society, and of Housman’s literary executor Robert E. Symons. 




Notes


In the course of preparing for this biography, I read and noted some articles, many books and a great number of manuscript documents relating to A. E. Housman. But I cannot pretend that – in three years – I have read every article about Housman which has ever been written, or that I have had time to read every book to ensure that none of the manuscript sources which I quote have already been referred to in print. Inevitably, there will be some occasions – I hope not too many – when I have unwittingly given an unpublished source precedence over a published one; and there will also be occasions where I have arrived independently at a conclusion which has at some stage been put forward by someone else. I would like to assure any scholar whom I have offended that errors of this sort have been made honestly, and if pointed out to me, will be put right in any future edition of this work.


   I must add that, in using material from the Grant Richards papers in the Library of Congress, I have sometimes felt that it was more effective to quote from an original letter than from Mr Richards’s interpretation of it or reference to it in his Housman 1897–1936 – (see for example Chapter 6 notes 6 and 7); and I make no apology for quoting from any of the letters in the Laurence Housman papers from the Library of Congress which may have formed the basis of statements by Maude M. Hawkins in her A. E. Housman: Man behind a Mask; original letters, I suspect, will carry more weight with some scholars than many extracts from Mrs Hawkins’s book.






















CHAPTER 1


Background and Early Years







‘In this world of contention and hostility, what inspires the humble Christian, in his journey through it, with more confidence, tranquillity and joy, than the consoling thought, that the Lord God omnipotent reigneth?’


Rev. John Williams DD of Stroud, Grandfather to A. E. Housman1


‘She that hath borne seven languisheth: she hath given up the ghost; her sun has gone down while it was yet day:’


Jer. 15:9





When Alfred Housman was an old man in his seventies, he lived for much of the time in the seclusion of a neo-Gothic tower in a remote corner of Trinity College, Cambridge. For many years he had been a famous and popular poet, and recognised as one of the great classical scholars of his day. But he was a shy man, who relished his privacy. His more perceptive friends guessed at mysteries in his personal life which he would not reveal; and beyond their circle and that of his acquaintances, men found it hard to understand how the austere classical scholar could have written the beautiful, romantic lyrics of A Shropshire Lad or Last Poems.


Much of his poetry is nostalgic; and as Professor Housman sat after lunch in his rooms, surrounded by books, a pair of boots warming beside the fire in preparation for his afternoon walk, his emotions stirred, perhaps, by a glass or two of his Burgundy, he had only to look around him, or to pull open a drawer or two, to be reminded vividly of the past. There was the silver loving-cup presented by his students at University College, London; on his desk, a Wedgwood medallion presented when he left the Patent Office; on the wall above the fireplace, a picture of Moses Jackson, his friend from Oxford days;2 in a drawer, a photograph of the church in Woodchester where his parents were married, and other documents, including a family tree which traced his ancestry back to his great-grandfather, Robert Housman, ‘the Evangelist of Lancaster’.


Robert, with his great and enduring reputation as a preacher, was the most famous of Alfred’s ancestors. By nature he was a reserved and formal man, so shy that, like his great-grandson, Alfred, he hated being in the company of strangers, and was usually incapable of making first advances. But when he felt that duty demanded it, or that he was in the right, ‘nothing could daunt him’.3 Like Alfred, he also set himself high standards, and was proud of them. His wife inherited a considerable fortune from a distant relative, and in time much of this was passed on to their sons, William, and Thomas, who was to be Alfred’s grandfather. William became a solicitor at Bromsgrove in Worcestershire, but his wealth robbed him of the motivation to work and eventually he ran away to America with an actress, abandoning his wife and seven children. Thomas, a more stable character, followed his father into the church, and chose for his wife Anne Brettell, a woman whose private fortune compensated for her lack of intellect.


Fourteen years after his marriage, Alfred’s grandfather left his vicarage in Kinver, Staffordshire, and moved to Bromsgrove, to be near his elderly parents-in-law. A new church was specially built for him in the neighbouring village of Catshill; and when his mother-in-law died, he and his family moved into nearby Fockbury House, to join Joseph and his unmarried daughter, Mary. When Joseph himself died in 1847, at the age of eighty-eight, half his fortune went to Mary, and the other to Thomas Housman’s wife Anne. Joseph had also left a sum of £1,000 to be divided among Thomas and Anne’s seven surviving children, the eldest of whom, Thomas, was the black sheep of the family having been caught in his youth leaving the nanny’s bedroom; later he became the focus for romantic stories about ‘Uncle Tom’.


Edward, the second son – but effectively the eldest after his brother’s disgrace – spent much of his childhood at Fockbury House, which he came to regard as the family seat. He and his younger brothers became good shots and good anglers, and ‘lived an active county life’, behaving more like young squires than parson’s sons. Edward himself was not a man of great intellect or strong character – though he had enough intelligence to recognise others’ strength – but he enjoyed the life in which he had been brought up, and was a determined Tory, later delighting in telling his children that he had been born in the year of England’s greatest disaster: the First Reform Bill of 1832. His great-uncle, John Adams of Perry Hall, was glad to assist Edward, later Alfred’s father, to become a solicitor. On Adams’s death arrangements were made whereby Edward acquired Perry Hall as a life tenant.


It was under the friendly auspices of his cousin Lucy that Edward was introduced to her best friend, the daughter of the Rector of Woodchester. Sarah Jane Williams had no money to speak of, and, at twenty-nine, she was nearly three years older than Edward, but she was witty and attractive, with the intellectual strength of Edward’s father, and the physical warmth of his mother. Edward found this combination irresistible; and Sarah in her turn was won over by his easy charm and polished manners, finding him more sympathetic and accomplished than the young men who had previously taken an interest in her. They were soon engaged to be married; and, after the postponement of the ceremony for some months in order to mourn her father’s death, the wedding took place in the lovely old church of Woodchester on 17 June 1858, with Lucy Housman acting as Sarah Jane’s bridesmaid.4


Apart from being a classical scholar, her father was something of a poet and Sarah Jane had inherited her father’s talent for composing verses, writing ‘skits in verse on the people she wanted to ridicule’,5 a harmless practice which sometimes had amusing consequences. Once she composed a mild verse lampoon on village doings which was circulated anonymously among her friends, and created quite a stir in the little village. Eventually, news of it reached the ears of a young curate, who, hoping to impress her, whispered to Sarah Jane at supper one day that he was the author, and that he trusted her to tell no-one!6


If Sarah Jane’s sense of humour was sometimes rather sharp, the tragedies of her family life may have had something to do with it. She was one of twelve children, but few of her brothers and sisters lived into their twenties. Yet she was not the sort of woman to let her mind dwell in an unhealthy way on her family misfortunes, and she had found some consolation in the ceremonies and prayers of the Church of England. However, among its nine hundred inhabitants, Woodchester contained a sizeable and influential Roman Catholic enclave;7 and in moments of real unhappiness Sarah Jane had sometimes cast a longing eye at the comforting rituals of the Roman Catholic Church. Certainly, she did not at all incline towards anything that was low-church; and she was far from puritanical, or even prim.


When Edward and Sarah Jane Housman returned from their honeymoon – with Sarah Jane already pregnant – they moved into the Valley House, in the hamlet of Fockbury, owned by the Rev. Thomas Housman, and only a few hundred yards away from the Clock House where Edward’s parents lived. The Valley House was a picturesque red-brick Georgian farm-house, faced from across the small country road by a fine cedar tree, whose branches almost touched its windows.


Towards the end of March 1859, as the time for their first child to be born drew near, there were some complications which the local doctor did not feel able to deal with, and at Sarah Jane’s request, Edward summoned her old family doctor all the way from Woodchester. The doctor duly arrived; and, twenty-four hours later, on 26 March 1859, Sarah Jane gave birth to a healthy boy. On Easter Sunday, the baby was christened Alfred Edward by his grandfather, the Rev. Thomas Housman, in the red-stone church at Catshill. Sarah Jane’s mother and brother may have been present; certainly many of her Woodchester friends were there, including John Woolwright, who became one of Alfred’s godfathers; and Mrs Wise, the wife of a Woodchester mill-owner, and a special friend of Sarah Jane’s, who became Alfred’s godmother.8 On the Housman side, quite apart from more distant relations, at least five of Alfred’s uncles and aunts attended the ceremony.
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When the christening celebrations were over, and the various guests had departed, Edward and Sarah Jane settled down with their baby son into the peace and seclusion of the Valley House. But Edward had become life tenant of Perry Hall in the year of his wedding, and when Alfred was only a few months old the family moved there.


The fine house had been built by John Adams in about 1821 in the grounds of a much earlier building, on the western outskirts of Bromsgrove; but, with its neo-Gothic windows, and a thick coat of ivy over its walls, it looked older than it really was. Inside the front door, on the east side of the house, there was a stone-flagged hall, from which opened a number of large rooms, pleasantly furnished with some of the imposing Tudor and Queen Anne furniture which had come from Dr Williams’s Rectory at Woodchester. There was a huge double kitchen, with two cellars, two coppers, a bread-oven, two or three grinding mills, and a closed-up plate-warmer of vast dimensions; and out in the yard, a beer-cooler left over from the days of home brewing. Edward’s small range of offices ran out from the north side of the house towards the Kidderminster Road, where the entrance to the property lay, and beyond which climbed the way to the church: a sloping path, with wide flights of steps, which has been built by John Adams and was therefore known as Adams’ Hill.9


The next few years were happy, contented ones for the Housmans of Perry Hall. As a baby and a small child, Alfred lived at the heart of a well-organised community of family and servants, with a devoted and stimulating mother, and an amiable, kindly, easy-going father. Before he was one-and-a-half years old, Alfred had a baby brother, Robert, so close to him in age that it was not long before they were good company for each other. Alfred later claimed to remember Robert’s christening, and through that experience to have an indirect memory of his own baptism, because during the ceremony the thought struck him: ‘But this is something I’ve seen before; only then they were doing it to me!’ Alfred’s father planted two chestnut trees in the gardens at Perry Hall, one for each of his sons; and by the end of 1862, when Alfred was still only three-and-a-half years old, there were two more chestnut trees: one for Clemence, the other for Katharine.


While Sarah Jane was busily occupied with her young and rapidly expanding family, Edward, often at his father’s side, was making a name for himself in Bromsgrove public life, and both were active in local government.


Sarah Jane’s mother visited the Housmans at Perry Hall from time to time; but in 1862, Sarah Jane’s brother Basil died. She visited him on his deathbed, and knowing how grief had previously made her think of leaving the Church of England, Basil made Sarah Jane promise him never to become a Roman Catholic.


Edward and Sarah Jane still visited Woodchester from time to time. Mrs Williams no longer lived there, and Edward’s Housman cousins had left the village – but their place in Woodchester House had been taken by the Wises, a family with whom they were equally friendly. Edward Wise, now in his fifties, had been running a local cloth mill for the last ten years, and his wife was Alfred’s godmother. Wise had been a churchwarden in Dr Williams’s old church; when this was pulled down and part of the material incorporated in a new church a quarter of a mile away, Sarah Jane took great interest in the work. Her involvement in the new church was not always to the satisfaction of other parishioners. Her memorial window to Dr Williams and his children caused mounting irritation among those who considered that its theme, ‘The Communion of Saints’, had been depicted in an overtly Roman Catholic manner. In October 1863, Edward Wise wrote to Sarah Jane asking for some explanation which he could pass on to the objectors; and Sarah Jane replied in a letter which gives us a very rare glimpse of the mind and personality which were so important to her son Alfred, still at this time a small boy not four years old.


Sarah Jane began very bitingly that she and her mother regretted having to give explanations, but that:




silence might seem to imply that the late Dr. Williams was as deficient in common sense and common honesty as those who raise the objections which you have mentioned appear to be. For instance, concerning the inscription, in which we describe him as ‘Sometime Priest of this Parish’…. A perusal of the Office for the ordering of Priests, in the Book of Common Prayer, will show what is the ‘high dignity’ of a ‘Priest in the Church of God’…. ‘Priest’ ought not to be a Popish term.





Her letter ended by stating that she and her mother could not afford to be judged unjustly in Woodchester; for, although it was no longer their home, ‘the place and the people will be ever remembered by us with the greatest interest and affection’; and, to ensure that her message did not go unheeded, she had Edward Wise’s letter and her own reply printed and bound together into a small pamphlet for general distribution to the people of the village.


Sarah Jane did not visit Woodchester herself at this time, as she was already six months pregnant with her fifth child, who was born in January 1864 and named Basil in memory of her dead brother. Her sixth child, Laurence, was born in July of the following year; and it was probably in the summer of 1866, when Alfred was seven years old, that Sarah Jane took him with her on a visit to her old home.


Woodchester is a charming village of grey stone houses set along the side of Selsley Hill, just at the edge of the Cotswolds, in beautiful unspoilt countryside; and this happy visit first imprinted on Alfred’s mind the close association between Woodchester, his mother, and the Wise family, which was always to be such an important part of his mental landscape, and which was later to draw him back to Woodchester year after year. This visit was a happy one – but there was an alarming moment for Sarah Jane when Alfred, unknown to her, decided to invent a sort of parachute. She discovered him just in time at the top of a steep ladder, with an umbrella in his hand which he had planned to use to float down to the ground fifteen or twenty feet below!10


Most of Alfred’s childhood games and adventures took place in the large gardens of Perry Hall. It was a delightful place for children, made more interesting because it contained parts of the old house which John Adams, Alfred’s great-great-uncle, had knocked down when he built Perry Hall. Near the house, there was an ornamental garden, with lawn and flower-beds and a flowering cherry tree; beyond that, a well-screened fruit and vegetable garden; and, to one side, and most important of all to the children, was the ‘rubbish garden’, with its apples and damsons, and its seclusion from the world of the grown-ups. Certainly, their father encouraged them to share his interests; he was pleased to be in the Bromsgrove Volunteer Rifle Corps, and in the autumn of 1866, when Alfred was seven and Robert was six years old, Edward took a photograph of them standing together just outside Perry Hall, carrying the toy rifles which he had given them (see Plate 7). But it was in the rubbish garden that their real battles took place, over and around a clay hill where the babies of the family made mud pies, and the older children fought ‘in the most militaristic spirit imaginable’.11 Over the next four or five years, Alfred ‘used to try to make a boomerang work’,12 and also invented a number of new instruments of war: the Bath Bridge, which was a drainpipe to swallow and send out lighted candles—‘We got some candle ends’, his brother Laurence later recalled, ‘and tried the experiment; but only a melting mess and no fire came of it’; – the Martin Luther – ‘a species of gatling gun which never gatled’; – and the Flying Torpedo – ‘a stump of wood which he threw. But’, wrote Laurence, ‘if they failed to do much execution, the names made us happy; for Alfred was always able to make us believe that his word-inventions had a meaning, and that the meaning was good.’


Alfred’s delight in words was hardly surprising. With the Evangelist of Lancaster on one side of his family tree, and Dr Williams on the other, he had inherited an aptitude for writing, no doubt stimulated and encouraged by his mother, with her ‘amusing choice of phrase’. Certainly, Alfred was already writing verse ‘at eight or earlier’, which already suggests that he was gifted. He received his first formal education from a governess, before going with his brother Robert to a small ‘dame-school’ in Bromsgrove High Street. Miss Johnson kept order with the help of a slipper, which she may have used rather often, because one day Alfred, showing a good deal of spirit, managed to get hold of it and threw it up on to the school roof, hoping that this would put an end to her punishments. But it is hard to believe that Alfred was ever a really difficult child. He enjoyed learning, and one of his earliest interests, ‘almost as early as I can remember’, was in astronomy. He found ‘a little book we had in the house’, and devoured it greedily.13


Alfred also enjoyed passing on what he had learned to others, for which he had a gift even as a small child. Laurence later remembered how Alfred one day took him and Basil out on to the lawn:




I was the sun, my brother Basil the earth, Alfred the moon. My part in the game was to stay where I was and rotate on my axis; Basil’s was to go round me in a wide circle rotating as he went; Alfred, performing the movements of the moon, skipped round him without rotation. And that is how I have learned, and have ever since remembered, the primary relations, of the sun, the earth, and the moon.





The children were clever, and naturally competitive. In the garden, each had his or her special climbing tree; and one of their family quarrels took place because they each wanted what was best for themselves. It was early one morning, and they were looking out of the night nursery window at clouds beautifully coloured with the light of a winter dawn, and arguing fiercely over which cloud belonged to whom. Sarah Jane came into the room while they were still arguing, and told them never again to take things belonging so much to heaven as their own.


Their mother was a deeply religious woman, and her children were brought up to be good Christians; but, as things turned out, this influence was not always beneficial. In A Modern Antaeus, a semi-autobiographical novel, Laurence described with keen symbolism how ‘his late home … had lain too low, draining an old graveyard’;14 and, indeed, Perry Hall and its gardens lay at the very foot of the hill which supported the massive physical and spiritual weight of Bromsgrove Church. From the front lawn, Alfred and his brothers and sisters looked up over yew, laurel, birch and laburnum to the church tower and its tall spire; and their life was dominated and timed by the sound of the church bells.


Inside the house, there were family prayers in the dining-room before breakfast every day. The cook was excused from this ritual; but the maids were summoned from the kitchen, and stood in a row in front of the sideboard, while the rest of the household, including governess and nurse, assembled by their chairs. When Mr Housman began with the words: ‘In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost’, the family pulled out their chairs and knelt against the seats; while the maids whisked round and knelt with their backs to the family. Then Edward Housman led them all in prayer. Any child who was late had to do without his share of the bacon which the cook had been preparing, and have only porridge and dry bread. At night, too, the children said their prayers before going to sleep. On Sundays, there were church services to be attended, morning and evening. Then the church bells rang for a full half hour, while the children got into their newest boots, brushed their hair, washed their hands, put on their gloves, and were assembled by their governess. When their parents joined them, they all walked down the drive, over the road, up Adams’ Hill, and into the church where, in Laurence’s words, they ‘enjoyed church as much as was reasonable for young things’.


As head of the household, it was Edward Housman’s duty to take family prayers, and to see that his children went to church; but he was much more kindly and good-natured towards his children – who worshipped him15 – than many a Victorian father. He would not punish them at all until they were seven or eight, and then only lightly. If he heard an outcry in the nursery at tea, instead of finding out what the fuss was about, and punishing whoever he thought was in the wrong, ‘he would come and without inquiry put sugar on our bread and butter’. If they were ever upstairs and heard him going down, the children would rush from their rooms, and put their legs through the banisters to have their toes pulled as he passed below; and, in the garden, they all knew that the cry of ‘Grubs, grubs, grubs!’ meant that their father was waiting for them with some of the fruit which he had just picked for the house.


Sometimes, in those happy days, there would be ‘a delicious hour before bed-time; dim gas-lights burned on the landing, and turned low in the bedrooms, curtained to a fire-light glow’. This was the time, between six and seven o’clock, when their parents were dining, and the maids were doing the downstairs rooms for the night. John Adams had fitted Perry Hall with elaborate precautions against burglary, including swing-bells on the passage doors, and an alarm in the roof; and every evening the house was filled with the rumbling of shutters, which rose up from the ground and had to be locked into place with cross-bars and screws. At this hour, the children had the run of the upstairs rooms, and played hide-and-seek or other games; and then, tired and almost ready for bed, they would be allowed to go down to the dining-room to join the grown-ups for dessert. Here they would find Edward and Sarah Jane – perhaps wearing her brown muslin dress, dotted with silken disks – sitting with the governess at the table; and they would be given a biscuit or a piece of fruit, and a sip of wine, before bidding their parents goodnight.


The Housmans of Perry Hall were a happy family, and might have expected to be prosperous – though not because of Edward Housman’s work as a solicitor. His practice brought in some useful income, but he had been brought up as a country gentleman, and unfortunately he took his many hobbies rather more seriously than his work. In fact, none of the Housmans had earned much money since the previous century. Nor had Edward added to the inherited wealth when he married Sarah Jane; but he must have expected that, in time, he would acquire a considerable sum from his parents. Indeed, in 1867, when Alfred was a boy of eight, still more unearned wealth poured into the family coffers, when Alfred’s great-aunt, Mary Brettell, died.


Thomas Housman was now seventy-two, but he conducted Mary’s funeral service at Catshill Church, although he had retired as vicar three years before. He had then been presented with a signed memorial, thanking him for his ‘unbounded liberality to poorer neighbours of all denominations’, and adding:16




To the female members of your family, we are also greatly indebted, for their untiring, willing, and efficient services in all matters tending to promote the interest, comfort, and well-being of the residents in this district; and it is our ardent hope that your official separation from us will not be the means of our losing their valuable and much needed charitable assistance.





This had encouraged him to remain in the area; and he had continued to be active in Bromsgrove public life. But now that Mary Brettell was dead, and his son Edward had been well established in the town, Thomas began to think about giving up his local commitments, and moving south to enjoy some years of a more complete retirement.


While he was preparing for this move, he found that he needed to raise a sum of money to settle a debt, and for other expenses. Seeing no reason why he should not now benefit directly from his share of John Adams’s bequest, Perry Hall, which he had allowed his son Edward to occupy as life tenant, he came to an arrangement by which a mortgage of £1,100 was raised on the property, in Edward’s name, and the capital sum was paid to Thomas. This left Edward with the responsibility of paying the interest on the mortgage, as a sort of rent.17 Later in the year, Alfred’s grandparents, with their daughters, let Fockbury House, and moved to a cottage at Lyme Regis on the Dorset coast.


In the summer of 1868, Sarah Jane’s last child, George Herbert, was born; and a seventh chestnut tree was planted in the gardens of Perry Hall. Alfred was now nine years old, and so far he had enjoyed a wonderfully happy childhood; but already the days of his greatest happiness were drawing to a close; in the autumn of 1869 Sarah Jane was found to have cancer in both breasts, and as the months went by she gradually became an invalid.18


At the beginning of 1870, the Rev. Thomas Housman also fell ill, and realised that he ought to settle his affairs. The mortgage on Perry Hall was in Edward’s name; and Edward had recently spent a considerable sum of his father’s money on enlarging and improving the house. Thomas did not wish to favour Edward more than his other children, and now had a legal document drawn up which made it clear that Perry Hall really belonged to Thomas, though it was agreed that Edward and his heirs should be allowed to hold Perry Hall in trust for Thomas’s heirs.19 Then Thomas made his will. Twelve days after signing it, he died, and his family went into mourning. Alfred, then ten, attended the funeral service and watched as his grandfather was committed to the ground, ‘in sure and certain hope of the Resurrection to eternal life’.


Edward Housman, who had always depended on the strength of those around him, had suffered a great loss when his father left for Lyme Regis; but at least his forceful wife, Sarah Jane, had been in good health. Now his father was not just remote, but dead; and his wife’s health was slowly deteriorating; Edward simply did not have the strength to cope. Instead of trying to make the children’s lives as normal as possible, in his anxiety he became forgetful and withdrawn, and began drinking.


Unprotected by their father, a great burden of worry descended on the children: Alfred, aged eleven; Robert, ten; Clem, eight; Kate, seven; Basil, six; Laurence, four; and Herbert, two. The younger children, living from day to day, probably did not feel their mother’s gradual decline so strongly, but for the older ones, and especially for Alfred, Robert, and Clem, it was a dreadful period in their lives. Robert had a weak chest, and in the worry about his mother his asthma became so bad that in the autumn of 1870 he was sent away to spend three years at a school in Bath, where it was hoped that the climate would be good for him. Laurence’s health also gave cause for alarm: he had a long illness which left his legs very weak.


In this worrying year, there was the problem of deciding what to do about Alfred’s education. Edward Housman had great expectations, but not much ready cash; and with the expense of interest repayments on the mortgage of Perry Hall, and the additional burden of paying for Robert’s fees at a boarding school, he might have found it difficult to send Alfred as a fee-paying pupil to the local school which he himself had once attended: King Edward’s School, Bromsgrove.


There had always been a place at the school for twelve free scholars, ‘Blue Boys’, so called because they had to wear a coarse, blue coat reaching to the knees, blue breeches and stockings, and a mushroom-like cap with a big cloth button on the top, but by 1869 the endowment to support them had dwindled to a pittance. However, in 1868, a reforming headmaster, the Rev. George John Blore, a brilliant classicist and a dedicated schoolmaster, took over the school. Within a year he had formally abolished the Blue Coat School. Instead, there were to be twelve foundation scholars, day-boys who were to be admitted on complete educational equality with the boarders.20 In this way the door was opened almost at the last minute to Alfred Housman, who was elected as one of the new scholars in July 1870, and entered the school as a day-boy in September that year.


Bromsgrove School – which Alfred attended, like all the other pupils, wearing a black mortar-board – was only a few hundred yards from Perry Hall. After going down through the southern end of the town, over a bridge crossing the stream which had powered John Adams’s Indigo Mill, Alfred would walk a few yards along the Worcester Road. Here, at the head of a short slope, facing back westwards towards Bromsgrove Church, stood Cookes building, a dominating pile of brickwork which dated back to the seventeenth century, and housed a classroom, a dining hall, and a library. Behind what was now an architectural monstrosity, a pleasantly built Regency wing containing the headmaster’s house ran eastwards. From here, the headmaster could look across a lawn to the chapel – his view unimpeded by passing boys, for whom a tunnel had been built from Cookes building to just beside the chapel – and he could also see a further range of buildings. Beyond these again, there was a large walled playground, with plenty of room in it for the sixty or seventy boys who made up the school.21


Alfred settled down quickly, and enjoyed his work at school; but he missed the companionship of his brother Robert, and of Edwin Grey, a carpenter’s son who lived close to Perry Hall, and who had been a friend of his until he went to Bromsgrove School.22 Besides this, his mother was very ill; so it is not surprising that, when he first arrived at his new school, he was so solemn and quiet that ‘he was nicknamed “Mouse”, and the other boys, knowing nothing about his mother’s illness, would according to Katherine Symons, sometimes ‘tread on him, pretending they had not seen him’.


During the winter months Alfred and Clemence – whose ninth birthday was in November – began to spend more and more time with their mother, Alfred often writing letters for her, and Clem helping the nurse to care for her.23 As she grew physically weaker, and finally bed-ridden, Sarah Jane’s love for all her children grew more fierce and more possessive. Particularly, she clung to the company of her eldest son, almost as if she was trying to pour some of herself into him before she died. Her mind centred to an unhealthy extent on memories, and on prayer; Alfred and Clem, who were so close to her during this period, suffered a deeply disturbing emotional experience, from whose effects neither of them ever fully recovered.


Sometimes, talking to Alfred as though he were a grown-up, his mother ranged nostalgically through her memories of days at Woodchester, telling him many stories about her life there as a girl.24 At other times – despite the fact that she had already written a letter to her friend Mrs Wise, telling her it was certain that she would not live to see her children grow up, she would pray with Alfred for her recovery, thus fixing in his impressionable mind the idea that she could be saved, that, if there was a God, He would save her. And as she turned to religion for comfort, her old doubts and uncertainties about the Church of England returned. Her own mother had died not many months ago, and there was now no member of the Williams family left alive to reproach her for thinking about becoming a Roman Catholic. She told Edward what was in her mind, but he refused to let her see a Roman Catholic priest, only allowing her to talk to a certain high church Anglican. How much Sarah Jane said to Alfred about all this is unknown; but, in later life, Alfred used to assert that high-church Anglicanism was the best religion ever invented.


By March 1871, it was clear that Sarah Jane had not long to live, and one day, admitting this to Clemence, she asked her to ‘Take care of little Laurence. His legs are weak, and he will need you.’ For some time, Sarah Jane’s responsibilities in the household had been taken over by Edward’s cousin Mary Housman, an elder sister of the Lucy Housman who had been his wife’s bridesmaid. More recently, Sarah Jane’s bed had been moved downstairs into a room which led off from the dining-room, so that she could join in family prayers. The strain on Alfred of watching his mother get worse and worse, in spite of his prayers, became almost unbearable; and on 19 March his family at last had the sense to send him away to his godmother, Mrs Wise, and her family in Woodchester.


From the station building, a short road ran up westwards over a bridge, from which Alfred could look down at the stream which flowed along the valley, powering the local cloth mills. At the top of the road, a lane ran north and south to the two scattered halves of the village; and to the north, only twenty-five yards away, were two stone pillars which marked the entrance to the Wise’s property. Through this gateway, a drive ran round in a long slow curve to the left, with fields on either side of it; then past a carriage house and stable block, and up through trees to where the Wise family lived, in a delightful eighteenth-century family home, solidly built in grey stone to a formal but unpretentious design. From the front of the house, one looked south across unspoilt countryside; at the back, there was a small lawn, and a rise in the ground hid North Woodchester from view, so that only distant slopes were visible beyond the shrubs and trees of the garden. It was a peaceful, secluded, and happy place. This was the Woodchester to which Alfred was later to return so often and whose occupants were to afford him so much solace.


A feature of the house was the impressive hallway which ran the length of the building, with four main rooms, including the kitchen, leading off from it. On the next floor were the family bedrooms and, above them, the servants’ quarters. The master of the household, Edward Wise, was now in his sixties, and the decline of the woollen industry in Gloucestershire had recently forced him to close his two mills; but he appeared to have other interests, and to remain comfortably off.25 Mrs Wise, a sympathetic and practical woman of almost the same age as Alfred’s mother, had already promised Sarah Jane that she would keep a special eye on Alfred, and she did her best to make him feel at home. Her own children were rather older than Alfred: Edward Tuppen, or ‘Ted’ Wise, was already nineteen, but her two daughters, Edith and Wilhelmina, or ‘Minnie’, were, at sixteen and thirteen, not too old to enjoy Alfred’s company. The girls were both taught by Sophie Becker, a warm-hearted German governess then in her early thirties. Alfred’s sister Kate, who met Miss Becker a few times, described her as: ‘small and dark and sallow, not exactly ugly, but not good-looking. She was a shrewd, cheerful, capable person, much valued in the Wise family.’26 She was also witty and amusing, and she drew Alfred into their games and conversations, and their rambles through the surrounding countryside, and so began what was to become a life-long relationship of mutual admiration and sympathy.


The area was full of happy associations for Alfred. His mother’s stories about her childhood were still fresh in his mind, and he could also remember his last visit to Woodchester with her, when she was in good health. From the drive, a footpath ran northwards down a slope, and then up again to the new church, where Alfred could see the memorial windows to his grandfather and uncle Basil. Beyond the church, and across the main street, he could examine the Elizabethan rectory where his mother had lived; or he could walk down the lane which led to the remains of the church where his parents had been married, and to the churchyard where a previous rector of Woodchester had discovered a remarkable Roman mosaic pavement.


With Edith and Minnie and Miss Becker, he sometimes climbed the steep main street, which ran up westward to the oddly shaped slopes and hollows of Selsley Common. From these heights, bare of trees, he could look back down to the village, or further westward across miles of farmland towards the River Severn and the distant Welsh hills.


Then, on Sunday 26 March, he celebrated his twelfth birthday among his friends. Soon afterwards a letter arrived from his rather to tell him of his mother’s death: by a cruel coincidence which haunted Alfred for the rest of his life, she had died on his birthday.
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CHAPTER 2


Schooldays







       And the stately ships go on


           to their haven under the hill;


      but oh for the touch of a vanished hand,


          and the sound of a voice that is still.


      Break, break, break


           at the foot of the crags, o Sea;


      but the tender grace of a day that is dead


          will never come back to me.


 


Lines from ‘Break, break, break’ by Alfred Lord Tennyson as quoted in Sabrinae Corolla





On the morning of 26 March 1871, the Housman children still at Perry Hall – Kate, aged eleven, Clem aged nine, Basil aged eight, Laurence aged five, and Herbert aged two – had been taken to church as usual. The first sign that something was wrong came when the mid-day meal was transferred from the dining- to the drawing-room. ‘I asked why’, Laurence recalled, ‘and was told … that it was because I was late in getting ready for church that morning.’ A few minutes after the meal had ended, Clem and Kate were on the front lawn with Herbert, while Laurence was walking with his nurse along the drive. Then Laurence saw their housekeeper cousin, Mary, come out of the front door: ‘She said something I could not hear. I saw my two sisters burst into tears, and throw themselves into her arms.’ Then all the children were taken into the darkened room where their mother had died. Sarah Jane’s body was still lying in bed, her face pale, her eyelids smoothed down; at the foot of the bed lighted candles burned on either side of a crucifix in a wooden shrine. It was a solemn, haunting, and strangely beautiful sight, which explained, more than any words could have done, that their mother was finally dead; and, for those of the children who understood and believed in Christianity, the cross and the candles were a reminder that she had already begun a new life in heaven.


For the moment Alfred was simply overwhelmed. Indeed, Sarah Jane had told her husband that she was afraid that Alfred would lose his faith when she died, and Edward unfortunately implanted this idea in Alfred’s mind by mentioning it to him in the letter giving news of her death that he sent to Woodchester. Alfred’s prayers for his mother’s recovery had, as it seemed to him, been callously ignored.1 Not that there was an immediate rejection of God. But the depth of his feeling is shown by the fact that, for the rest of his life, he carefully preserved every scrap of writing that he had ever received from or about her; and it is from this time that Alfred began to suffer from ‘that most distinctly Romantic feeling — infinite, never appeased longing’2 which was always to weigh heavily upon him.


Wishing to spare his son unnecessary suffering, Edward suggested that Alfred should stay on at Woodchester until after the funeral, a separation of father and son at the very time when shared grief might have brought them closer together; and he was also apart from his brothers and sisters at one of the most important emotional turning-points of all their lives. Instead, Alfred turned for comfort to Miss Becker, and for companionship to Edith Wise. Edith became a very close friend, closer to him than any of his brothers or sisters; and when the sympathetic Miss Becker consoled him, he transferred to her some of the love which he had felt for his mother.3 She was less attractive than his mother had been; but she was witty, and clever, and made much of him, as his mother had done. The understanding which developed between them became, for Alfred, one of the most important relationships in his life; when as an old man he heard of her death, he admitted that he had loved and revered her from youth, ‘his voice faltered, and a look of unutterable sadness suffused his face’.4


By the time that Alfred had returned home to Perry Hall, the moment for shared feelings and confidences with his immediate family had gone. As the eldest son, he felt responsible for putting a brave face on things; and, largely because of his influence, the children never discussed their loss among themselves. Alfred might have talked to Robert, but he was still an exile in Bath, suffering from his asthma. Grief was kept for the secrecy of the bedroom, where Laurence, for one, cried in bed at night for his mother to come back to him, half believing that if he prayed faithfully enough she would. Hiding his feelings became habitual for Alfred. His sister Kate remembered that, from this time on, it was never his way to speak of troubles, and she wrote: ‘He was sensitive and easily wounded, but wounds he bore in silence.’


During her illness, Sarah Jane had withdrawn so much from the daily routine of the household that her death made little outward change. Edward Housman’s younger sister Jane, who had come up for a while to help out, soon returned to Lyme Regis to look after their ailing mother, whose mental control was now so poor that she more than once had to be sent to an asylum for ‘unbalanced condition of mind’.5 Mary Housman stayed on as housekeeper, and apart from a change of governess, family life went on outwardly much as before. But the family was in mourning. The children grieved silently, and wore harsh black stockings; while the tolling bells of Bromsgrove Church, which continued to regulate the hours, were another constant reminder of their mother’s death.


During the next twelve months Alfred thought a great deal about his mother and, in the light of her death, he began to change his ideas about religion. He did not simply ‘lose his faith’ as Sarah Jane had feared. He was too deeply religious not to believe that there was a God; but he became less and less able to believe in the Christian Revelation. If Jesus Christ was the son of God, and really could answer prayers and intervene in the normal working of the Universe, then nothing so pointless and unjust as his mother’s death would have been allowed to happen. Alfred wanted to believe in Christianity, but could not: years later he expressed this feeling in a poem called ‘Easter Hymn’ which, because of its controversial nature, he did not publish during his lifetime:6








If in that Syrian garden, ages slain,


You sleep, and know not you are dead in vain….


Sleep well and see no morning, son of man.







But if, the grave rent and the stone rolled by,


At the right hand of majesty on high


You sit, and sitting so remember yet


Your tears, your agony and bloody sweat,


Your cross and passion and the life you gave,


Bow hither out of heaven and see and save.


(MP 1) (More Poems)











By the time that he was thirteen, Alfred had secretly abandoned Christianity, and learned to think of himself as a Deist, believing that there was a God, but no more than that. Since he was a boy of eight and had looked into Lemprière’s Classical Dictionary, he had been fascinated by legends of the pagan gods and goddesses of Greece and Rome; and his reading of these legends, together with his growing love for the beauty of the countryside, brought him closer to being a pagan or pantheist, and offered an escape for his sensitive mind from the bleakness of a Universe in which God is present but indifferent.


Unlike his son, Edward Housman did not turn his back on Christianity; but he did long to move from Perry Hall, where he could only forget his dead wife by indulging in bouts of heavy drinking. However, his professional life tied him to Bromsgrove; and Perry Hall belonged to his father’s estate, so he was not really in a position to sell it. Then, in February 1872, the tenant of Fockbury House died. Edward’s childhood home now belonged jointly to Edward and to his brothers and sisters, Thomas, Mary, Jane and Joseph. Income from the tenancy of Fockbury House helped Edward, who was its Trustee, to run Perry Hall; and he should have found a new paying tenant as soon as possible. But the prospect of a move was too tempting for him, and he decided that he and his family would go to live at Fockbury themselves. He would lose his income, but he planned – almost certainly without the consent of his brothers and sisters – to raise an immediate mortgage of £1,500 on the property, which would provide him with plenty of ready money for the time being.


Edward was a charming man, liked and respected throughout his life by many of the most influential people in Bromsgrove, and he was a leading member of many local societies and governing boards. But in making this move, he had succumbed to his fatal weakness: the wish to live the life of a prosperous country gentleman. His father had been able to live that life, and Edward had been brought up fitted for nothing else. But although he hoped for a great deal of family money in the future, he was not at present rich enough for the role he wanted to play. He never earned much as a solicitor, and had no lands to provide him with the income needed to maintain a large household. However, he would rather have the illusion of prosperity than nothing at all; and, to achieve it, he was quite prepared to sacrifice the future to the present. Photographs of Edward reinforce the impression of a man who has inherited some of his father’s intelligence, but more of his determination than of his judgment. The mouth and the jaw are firm, even obstinate, but the eyes are weak and uncertain.


So Edward felt that a move to Fockbury House would suit him very well; Perry Hall would have to be kept on, but he would continue to use part of it as his offices, and from time to time he managed to let out the main body of the house.7 There remained the problem of his children: Mary Housman was a good housekeeper, but a poor substitute mother; and Edward was lonely after Sarah Jane’s death. After a while he began thinking of Mary’s younger sister, Lucy Housman, who had introduced him to his first wife, and had been Sarah Jane’s bridesmaid at their wedding. Lucy was eight years older than Edward, so that in 1872 she was already forty-nine; but he knew that she had always admired him, and that she was a strong, sensible person who would make a good job of bringing up his children and running his household – and he proposed to her.


Lucy accepted, as Edward had hoped. He confided in Alfred, the only one of his children who had met her; and Alfred, taking on what was really too large a responsibility for a thirteen-year-old boy, wrote at once to assure his future stepmother that he would do everything he could to help her look after his brothers and sisters.


Early in 1873, Lucy visited the family, who were still at Perry Hall. She was not a great beauty, and at times looked rather too earnest; but the children liked her, and the visit was a success. Laurence, in particular, took to her at once; and in their first walk alone together, knowing nothing about his father’s plans, he touchingly proposed marriage himself, telling her that he had five pounds in the Savings Bank, and choosing the small cottage in which they were to start life together. Soon after this visit, Edward moved out to Fockbury with his seven children, who were by now very excited at the thought of life in the country.


As the crow flies, Fockbury House was only a mile and a half from Perry Hall, but it was in a different, more peaceful world. When the day came for the move, most of the baggage and furniture had been sent on ahead in carts, and the family crowded into an open carriage. Their road lay westwards, away from the shadow of Bromsgrove Church and through a countryside of rolling farmland. Then they turned into Perryfields Road, and drove northwards to the slopes around Fockbury House. Up these slopes through narrow lanes the horses drew them, until on their right, at the head of the Valley Road, the children saw their new home. Soon their carriage drew up alongside a picturesque building dating back to the seventeenth century: the lower storey plain brickwork; the upper half-timbered with several gabled windows. Many local people still called it the Clock House, as one of the gables had once held a large clock which gave time to the neighbourhood.


Fockbury House, being an old, unmodernised country home, had no gas, no water taps, and no drainage; but, as Kate pointed out, ‘it was a good place for children’. It was large and rambling and there was also a sizeable garden in which to roam, as well as a range of farm buildings to explore, with rickyards, barns and lofts. In the country round about there were ‘woods and lanes, fields, pools and brooks … friendly farms dotted about the neighbourhood, part of our grandmother’s property, affording us truly exciting playing places’. Close at hand, at the bottom of Fockbury field, they visited a poacher who lived with his four children in a small cottage under a wall of rock, and who told the children: ‘When I can do no more ratting and rabbiting, then I hope the Lord will take me’, while further away, a yeoman farmer named John Daffern, who had once been a family tenant, became a particular favourite — perhaps because they would sometimes be treated to a draught of fresh milk when they called at his farm.


When they first arrived at Fockbury, only a few hundred yards along the road from the house where Alfred was born, the children found on an attic floor the remains of a library dating from the time of Caxton. Most of this valuable collection had been destroyed through the astonishing carelessnesss of their grandmother, who had allowed her offspring to tear up the covers to use as wads for their muzzle-loading sporting guns; the insides of the books she had sold for butter paper.8 Alfred later commented tartly that: ‘our grandmother of course had no brains at all that I could discover; but our grandfather ought to have been ashamed of himself’. However, several works of interest had survived, including a botanical collection made by the Holdens in the 1690s, and ‘an emblazoned pedigree showing two lines of Holden descent’ dating back to the reign of Henry II.


Edward, relaxing into life as a country gentleman, greatly enjoyed the distinguished family connection with the countryside, which meant that he was sometimes spoken of locally as ‘the Squire’. Alfred shared his father’s enjoyment. He was fascinated by the pedigree, while the botanical collection stimulated his interest in nature; and he began to make walking through the surrounding countryside his chief recreation.


Towards the end of June, Edward, now aged forty-two, married his fifty-year-old cousin, Lucy, in London; and a month later he brought his new wife home. It was a nervous moment for Lucy, despite the success of her earlier visit; but the children, gathered in the entrance hall with their governess, greeted her warmly: only Laurence, remembering his earlier proposal, felt embarrassed when ‘my father gave me a roguish look, which meant, I suppose, Cut you out, my boy!’ That evening, Lucy discussed with the children what they were to call her – they decided upon Mamma.


Alfred had something more serious to discuss with his stepmother. The new governess, Mrs Cooper, had disgusted him by her immoral behaviour, behaviour which she had managed to conceal from his father. Alfred told Lucy plainly that Mrs Cooper was not fit to be looking after his sisters, and then had to explain about her promiscuity which must have embarrassed him considerably.9 Mrs Cooper was livid with Alfred when she was forced to leave the household, spitting out vicious comments whose gist was that Alfred, though no longer a child, was not yet a mature adult. This unpleasant episode helped to make Alfred think of sex between men and women as something rather repulsive; an impression which was confirmed by the guidance of sexual matters which was given to him at about this time by his father, who appears to have concentrated on warning him about the dangers of giving way to sexual desires.10


Not long after this, at a time when Alfred was at least fourteen, Edward took it into his head to have all the boys in his family circumcised. Alfred’s sister Kate later commented:11




I do not think it was to fulfil a scriptural rite that he sought, for there was no Abrahamic tradition in our family; but on sanitary mosaic lines, I think he considered it would contribute to their physical salvation–as perhaps it did. He ought to have thought of it in their babyhood. It was severe treatment, mentally and physically, for well-grown boys, and a great mystery at the time to the younger ones who made open complaint, with a mixture of importance and resentment, of the ill-treatment which had befallen them while my sister and I were staying at Lyme Regis.





Severe treatment indeed, particularly traumatic for boys well out of infancy, and treatment which once again must have helped to make sexual activity seem dirty to Alfred.


Meanwhile, at Bromsgrove School, Alfred was doing well. Dr Blore, who remained as headmaster until the summer of 1873, later described Alfred as the sort of boy he was always afraid would ask him some question which he could not answer; and although quiet and studious, Alfred was not downtrodden by any of the other boys for long. On the contrary, he developed into quite ‘a determined personality, able to take his own way, and yet to avoid troubles’.


In term time, his younger brothers and sisters saw comparatively little of him. Robert was still away in Bath; and the other children were taught by the governess who came to replace Mrs Cooper. Alfred had to be up early for a six o’clock breakfast before walking to school, down the lanes to Perryfields Road, across country to Bromsgrove, and through the town to the school, where in the summer work began at seven.


When he was only fourteen Alfred, who had remembered his mother’s talent for writing verse,12 entered the school verse competition with a poem about Sir Walter Raleigh. He did not win but he felt pleased with his efforts, and, as he afterwards protested, considered them much better than his later prize poems.13 Some of the lines are similar in form and in imaginative power to the best of Tolkien:14








From land to land like night he flees


The playmate of the stormy breeze


Before his prow the shade of fear …







He flies to other lands afar


The lands beneath the evening star


Where fairer constellations rise


And shed their light from bluer skies


Where undiscovered treasure shines


Locked in the dim and gloomy mines


And red volcanoes howl and glare


Like daemons on the midnight air.











While Alfred made no lasting friends at school, he got on well enough with his class mates. Much to his relief, as a day-boy he was not forced to take part in games or athletics like the boarders, and during the long mid-day interval on whole school days, he worked quietly in one of their study-rooms.


In the autumn of 1873, a new headmaster came to Bromsgrove, Herbert Millington, who was later said to resemble certain portraits of Matthew Arnold, with his handsome features and his eager, intellectual expression. Millington had some failings, of which the chief were his class prejudice, and his contempt for those who did not see things as he did. He was a forceful man, and in his dislike of ‘the trade element’ he made life hard for many of the day-boys, even encouraging the use of insulting nicknames such as ‘Bacon’ and ‘Carthorse’ for the sons of a grocer and a farmer. However, he was a good teacher of clever boys;15 and he made his influence felt throughout the school, particularly in the way in which he encouraged his pupils to adopt his own interests. One of these was botany, for which Alfred had already shown an inclination.


Afternoon school was usually from 4 to 6 p.m., so that Alfred was not home at Fockbury until nearly seven; and then he dined late with his father and stepmother, and worked alone. But he had not forgotten his promise to help Lucy with the upbringing of the rest of the family: when on half-holidays the children met her in the drawing-room for their ‘customary hour’, Alfred would join them in cards, games and glee singing.


During the holidays, Alfred took a more active role, encouraging his brothers and sisters to draw, paint, take part in games, and write stories. He very much enjoyed the nonsense verse of Edward Lear and Lewis Carroll, and sometimes amused his brothers and sisters with nonsense rhymes of his own:16








Little Miss Muffet sat on a tuffet


    Opening her mouth very wide.


There came a great spider; she opened it wider


    And the spider ran down her inside.











He also encouraged them to write more serious verses, giving as much help as was needed, so that Laurence later wrote: ‘When I was a small child he did persuade me that I had written a sonnet which was really his; and he wrote it down as mine in the family album.’17 They were competitive and possessive children, and Alfred made use of this in the way that he taught them. When studying trees, for example, they each had to choose a favourite — Alfred’s choice was the beech — but they all had to choose a different one. In the same way, he encouraged them to share his interest in Gothic architecture by making them choose particular Gothic cathedrals as their favourites. ‘We found great fun in all this’, Kate wrote later, ‘for Alfred had a way of making things he did amusing as well as interesting. Our gatherings were generally hilarious.’ However, the extra responsibility which Alfred had assumed put a real distance between him and the other children, and made his family life anything but normal.


Lucy herself read to the family almost every day, especially during the winter months and school holidays: she began with the narrative poems of Scott, and eventually read her way through most of Shakespeare. In the evenings Edward sometimes read to them from Dickens, and he also encouraged his children to take an interest in one of his own numerous hobbies: shooting, fishing, music, photography, gardening, and even firework-making. Alfred did not join in with his father’s arrangements, but spent the time instead in reading or walking; partly because he no longer felt that he was one of the children; and partly, as Kate later explained, because his ‘sense of some pleasures was acute, and seemed exercised best alone. It was alone that he liked to tramp to enjoy the sight and smell of woodlands, or to gaze on a setting sun or a starry sky.’


From Fockbury House, he would often walk into narrow Worms Ash Lane, which, set between high banks of reddish rock and gnarled tree roots, leads up westwards over the side of a small hill. From the top of the lane, on a fine day, he could see as far as the Clent and Lickey hills. But usually he turned into a field at the side of the lane, and a few more paces brought him to the top of the hill. Southwards lay Bromsgrove, its church spire standing out clearly above the town; and to the west Alfred looked out over a peaceful land of small wooded hills and hamlets to the distant Shropshire hills. This beautiful view became for him a powerful image associated with some of his deepest feelings. In daylight, it was a symbol of hope: flowing with milk and honey, like the Promised Land of the Israelites; and in fact the other Housman children, remembering the story of Moses going up from the plains of Moab nicknamed the hill ‘Mount Pisgah’. In the evening, Alfred came here to meditate upon his troubles and upon greater mysteries: a fifteen-year-old boy standing alone on a hill-top watching the last of the day, while:








From hill and cloud and heaven


    The hues of evening died;


Night welled through lane and hollow


    And hushed the countryside,


    But I had youth and pride.







And I with earth and nightfall


    In converse high would stand,


Late, till the west was ashen


     And darkness hard at hand,


     And the eye lost the land.


(LP 39 (Last Poems)











The scene is perhaps more Romantic than Biblical, with Alfred as the Romantic idea of the Bard, seeking the truth ‘alone in a wide natural landscape high above the rest of humanity’.18


The Housman family now lived in the parish of Catshill; and summer and winter, they walked the mile to church twice every Sunday. They went in arm-in-arm pairs, with Edward and Lucy leading the way. Alfred and Robert should have followed, but even when Robert returned from Bath, he did not join his brother. They had grown apart in those three years of separation, and Alfred, unable to confide in him, kept Robert at a distance. Besides, at the age of thirteen Clem was not only taller, but cleverer than Robert, and a more entertaining companion for her eldest brother. Robert, aged fourteen, was left to walk with twelve-year-old Kate, who was cheerful, but hated lessons, and was therefore considered rather a dunce by the rest of the family. Then came an ill-assorted pair: ten-year-old Basil, who with his orderly studious mind was most like Alfred, and a favourite of his; and the irrepressible Laurence, who at the age of nine was always in one scrape or another – though Clem kept an eye on him when she could. Last came the governess, hand-in-hand with six-year-old Herbert.19 They all walked down the Valley Road, past the house where Alfred had been born, and then north-eastwards over the fields to Catshill Church.


At Catshill, the rustic congregation consisted mainly of yeoman farmers and labourers, dressed in the clean smocks which they would wear for the rest of the week – some of them even sported old-fashioned beaver hats. The vicar of Catshill, the Rev. James Kidd, was a great countryman, and Alfred liked talking to him about botany, but in church he was very dull. The Housmans enjoyed listening to their father reading the Lesson, which he often did; but under Kidd’s ministry, as Laurence later recalled, ‘the bread of the gospel turned to stone’.


When the service was over, Alfred sometimes wandered down to the southern corner of the churchyard, where a decorated stone cross marked his mother’s grave. She had been buried not far from the Rev. Thomas Housman; and, remembering the inscription on Thomas’s more imposing monument, which began: ‘To whom was first entrusted this church, this God’s acre …’, Alfred was later to write bitterly:








There’s empty acres west and east,


But aye ’tis God’s that bears the least:


This hopeless garden that they sow


With the seeds that never grow.


(AP 11) (Additional Poems)











Lucy Housman had won the affection of her adopted family, but she was a stronger figure than they had at first recognised, and in time the children stopped calling her ‘Mamma’, and called her ‘Mater’ instead. She was rather puritanical, gradually weeding out the high-church tendencies which had been implanted by their mother. Lucy disapproved particularly of holidays on Saints’ days, allowed by Sarah Jane, and kept watch until one Saint’s day, out of term, they failed to go to church – and that was the end of the special holidays. She followed up this victory by reading on Sunday afternoons ‘an awful life of Luther, in two big volumes, translated from the German’.


Alfred was unaffected by his stepmother’s Lutheran teachings; but, as he was painfully aware in later life, he grew up with something of her class prejudice. Of course, there were in those days such inequalities between the various classes that is was easy to believe that the lower orders of society were naturally inferior. In church, the Housmans sat in the very front pew as a sign of their social status; and while the Housman children were getting a good education, other local children were being taught in a primitive dame school at Catshill. At Fockbury House itself, the servants were not overworked, and they were paid fair wages; but Lucy treated them as being in some ways less human than herself. When a weeping maid asked for permission to visit her dying mother, Lucy agreed, but then commented to her children: ‘They make a great fuss, but they don’t feel about these things as we do.’


Since his mother’s death, Alfred had corresponded regularly with his godmother and with Sophie Becker, writing mainly on family matters, with family jokes such as references to the possibility of Mrs Wise becoming a Roman Catholic. Sometimes he would even write in French, addressing Mrs Wise as Madame Guise of Masion de Chestre à bois, and signing himself ‘Alfred Edouard Maisonhomme’. He also went to stay at Woodchester whenever possible, though at least once he had to decline an invitation, regretting that: ‘Mr. Millington has set his heart on some very wonderful achievements on the part of the school at next Midsummer … I am chained to my books.’20


In the summer of 1874, when Alfred was fifteen, the Wises and Miss Becker came to Fockbury House for a few days; and Miss Becker, Edith and Minnie posed for a photograph as part of a group in fancy dress, with Sophie Becker as Queen of the Night, Alfred as an archbishop, and his ten-year-old brother Basil in military uniform.21 Miss Becker was judged ‘shrewd, sensible, and brightly humorous’; but Alfred’s family did not recognise the strength of his attachment for her. On the other hand, his friendship with Edith Wise was plain enough. Alfred’s brothers and sisters decided that he was secretly in love with her; and, even when she became engaged to the curate of Woodchester, they teased Alfred with a reference to his rambles with her on Selsley Hill:22








Alfred Edward solemn and wise


Opens his mouth and rolls his eyes


But when chasing Selsley slopes


opes his eyes and eyes his ’opes.











They were not surprised when he failed to react angrily; his weapon in the family, when he needed one, was scorn and aloofness. Once, when Robert smacked his cheek, Alfred simply assumed an exaggerated air of superiority, and turned his face like a good Christian for another smack. When Robert hit him again, he did retaliate, but not fiercely, and Robert soon gave way – perhaps because, as Laurence later recalled, ‘it would have been almost like fighting against a parent or an uncle to have stood against Alfred at that time as man to man’.


In school, good places in form, prizes and praise continued to come to him; and indeed, his success at school was an important factor in making him feel that there was something worth while left in life after his mother’s death. He was proud of his successes; and years later, when Kate read an account by Laurence of Alfred’s early life, she wrote rather crossly: ‘It is news to me that he was ever a modest little boy … I never saw him troubled by modesty of any sort–as a boy or afterwards.’23 It was in the summer of 1874, shortly before the Wises visited Fockbury, that Alfred won the school verse prize for the first time. In fact, his poem, on the Death of Socrates, was inferior to his imaginative verses about Raleigh the previous year. But he had produced what was required, a sort of conventional sub-Swinburnian echo, so perhaps he deserved to win for that alone.


During the Christmas holidays, Alfred’s stepmother decided that it was time for his outlook to be broadened a little, and she sent him off to London for a few days, in the care of her sister Mary. The steam-engine which pulled their train into London brought Alfred and his elderly cousin to a thriving city of some four millions – a city much closer to nature than it is today. Sheep and cows were still driven through the mud to be slaughtered at Smithfield; in the suburbs pigs and goats were kept in back gardens, and even allowed on to the streets to forage for food. ‘I am serenaded every morning by some cocks who crow as if their life depended upon it. If they were in my hands,’ Alfred wrote with grim humour to his stepmother, ‘their life would depend upon it.’


Alfred enjoyed himself tremendously. He saw Trafalgar Square, which as a provincial boy he found ‘magical’; admired the view from Westminster Bridge; toured the main London streets, and visited Westminster Abbey, where he heard an anthem like a boa constrictor – very long and very ugly’ – and visited Poets’ comer. In St Paul’s Cathedral, which he liked better than the Abbey, he went up to the Golden Gallery, leaving his nervous cousin safely behind on terra firma; at the Albert Hall he stood for a performance of Haydn’s Creation; and in the British Museum he visited the zoological gallery, where he was reminded of a famous book by Jules Verne, and came to the conclusion, ‘which you may tell the readers of “The Centre of the Earth”, that if the Mastodon and Megatherium were to fight it would decidedly be a very bad job for the Megatherium …’.


But in the British Museum Alfred’s passion for the ancient world led him to spend most of his time ‘among the Greeks and Romans’. As might have been expected, Alfred did not have any particular feeling for the female statues. He had hardly been encouraged to view sexual relations with women with joyful anticipation, and perhaps already harboured the distaste later to be intellectualised into his scornful attitude towards most of the female sex. However, he did find the male statues fascinating. At home in Worcestershire, he had read and enjoyed stories of Gods and heroes, and of firm friendships between comrades-in-arms; and he had looked in his imagination for a heroic friend:








When I would muse in boyhood


    The wild green woods among,


And nurse resolves and fancies


    Because the world was young,


It was not foes to conquer,


    Nor sweethearts to be kind,


But it was friends to die for


    That I would seek and find.


(LP 32)











Certainly, Alfred did not at all care for the Towneley Venus, which Lucy had recommended to him; instead, he wrote to her that ‘what delighted me most was the Farnese Mercury’. Alfred had in his mind a picture of the Roman world, its civilisation bound together by marching legions, full of individual heroes. When he saw the finely uniformed men of the Grenadier Guards and the 1st Life Guards in St James’s Park, he wrote: ‘I think of all I have seen, what has most impressed me is – the Guards. This may be barbarian, but it is true.’


His trip to London was not Alfred’s first contact with the larger world. His father subscribed to an illustrated weekly, the Graphic, which reported all the international and national news of any importance, from details of the Ashanti war to the clashes between Disraeli and Gladstone. Edward Housman particularly encouraged an interest in politics and, in the evenings, when the children joined him and Lucy for a sip of wine after dinner, he would sometimes call out a toast of ‘Up with the Tories, and down with the Radicals!’, which they would all shout together.


When Alfred returned from London, it was to find that some of his family had caught scarlet fever, so he boarded at school for a while. He had enjoyed his holiday, but this prolonged separation from his family made him homesick. One afternoon he walked across the town, and up the long slope to Bromsgrove churchyard. From here he could look northwards, beyond the gravestones and the young lime trees, in the direction of Fockbury. He could see his home clearly, ‘especially’, he wrote to Lucy, ‘the window of your room’. He was in the churchyard




from two o’clock till three. I wonder if you went into your room between those hours. One can see quite plainly the pine trees, the sycamore and the elm at the top of the field. The house looks much nearer than you would expect, … Give my love to my Father, and to my brothers and sisters and believe me, your affectionate son Alfred.





A few days later, on a half-holiday, he followed up this letter by actually walking over to Fockbury, and calling to his family from an adjacent meadow.


Before long, the children recovered and Alfred returned home; when, a few months later, it was Lucy’s turn to be away from Fockbury for a short holiday with her mother, Alfred wrote her an amusing letter in rhyming couplets. Alfred’s Aunt Mary, Edward’s sister, was staying with them; and he wrote that the weather had been:








So hot and torrid, that my stout


Aunt Mary has not ventured out, –











And would not, until the evening, when:








… to the shadowy garden fly


My relative and Clem and I.


Clemence becomes a fancied knight


In visionary armour dight …


I turn into a dragon dire


Breathing imaginary fire;











while the stout Aunt Mary became:








… a hapless maid


Imprisoned in a dungeon’s shade.











Alfred was still busy organising his brothers and sisters; and was now making them contribute to a family magazine, that he wrote out himself and circulated among friends and relations. He also encouraged play-acting, and would announce in the morning what they were to perform that evening, tell them the plot and assign the parts. It was at about this time in the spring of 1875 that the children acted a parody of Hamlet. Laurence, who used to complain that Alfred kept the best jokes for himself in these entertainments, later wrote:




Alfred was Hamlet. He entered sniffing and holding his nose, preliminary to his first remark: ‘There’s something rotten in the state of Denmark.’ When he killed Polonius he cried ‘A rat, a rat, my kingdom for a rat’. That was about the quality of it; and as it came from him we considered it to be wit of the first order.





Alfred’s successes continued at school, where during the summer of 1875 he again won the verse prize – this time with a poem entitled ‘Paul on Mars Hill’. It was no worse than his ‘Death of Socrates’, but writing these prize poems badly affected the style of at least one private poem, in which the morbid and heavily laboured couplet








Summer! and after Summer what?


Ah! happy trees that know it not











comes perilously close to farce. But there is real beauty in some lines on ‘The Ruins of Rome’; and one can find in them a less pessimistic attitude, showing that Alfred’s inner gloom was lightening, and that he was coming to terms with his mother’s death:








The city is silent and solemn


    That once was alive and divine


And here stands the shaft of a column


    And there lies the wreck of a shrine;


But the wild bird still sings in the marshes


    The wild flower still blooms on the lea


And under its infinite arches


    The river runs down to the sea.











But, before long, there were fresh worries to occupy Alfred’s mind. The first of them concerned his friend Edith Wise. She had been happily engaged to the curate of Woodchester Church for some time now; but, when plans were made for their marriage, the curate, who had always thought of the Wises as a well-to-do family, was not at all satisfied with the marriage settlement, and broke off the engagement in disgust. It was humiliating for Edith to realise that the curate had been mainly interested in her money; and, to add to her unhappiness, shortly after this incident her father died. Very much to their surprise, the family found that they had been living off their capital, and they were not nearly so wealthy as they had imagined. Kate wrote later that her brother Alfred ‘shared in the sorrows of that bitter time’.24


The other worry which affected Alfred was much closer to home, but was also pecuniary – in this case, with Edward Housman’s financial mismanagement. The story is a rather complicated one, but worth telling for the light which it throws on Edward’s character, and on Alfred’s family life.


Edward, as Trustee of his father’s estate, had failed to share out a sum of £1,000 which Thomas had left to be divided among his children; and Edward had also taken out mortgages on Perry Hall, and on his mother’s cottage in Lyme Regis, neither of which properties he owned. When he moved to Fockbury, he had raised a further supply of ready money by mortgaging that property also; but the move had simultaneously reduced his income and increased his expenditure. Now, after two years of being a country gentleman, his funds were running low. With no more family properties to mortgage, he fell behind with interest payments, and when on 5 June 1875 he finally conveyed Roseville Cottage to his mother, he also passed on a mortgage debt of £1,500 for which he expected her to assume responsibility.


This was more than his brothers and sisters could stand; and within twelve days, Mary, Jane, and the Reverend Joseph had joined their mother to file a Bill of Complaint addressed to the Lord High Chancellor.25 Soon afterwards, Edward received a summons.


Then on 26 June, the Court of Chancery ordered that Thomas Housman’s will should be put into effect; but at the same time it ordered enquiries into fourteen related points, and adjourned the case indefinitely. The only really effective action which it took was to insist that the sum of just over £400 which Edward admitted that he still possessed of his father’s money should be paid into Court pending a final settlement.26


This payment left Edward very short of money; and he was now being pressed for payment by Daniel Weaver, to whom he had mortgaged Perry Hall. Weaver was tired of receiving no interest, and on 11 August he informed Edward, through his solicitors, that he would exercise his power of sale unless the mortgage was paid off. Edward replied that Perry Hall, as a part of Thomas Housman’s estate, was in Chancery, and that under those circumstances he was not prepared to pay; but he did not object to Weaver exercising his power of sale. Of course, as Trustee, Edward should have objected to a sale; but if no sale took place, he would still owe Weaver £1,100; and even if he raised this money, Perry Hall would still be in Chancery, and would probably be taken away from him. So he wanted the house to be sold; but this was part of a larger plan: he had already enlisted the help of the young Edward Wise of Woodchester, in an ingenious scheme to defraud Thomas Housman’s estate.


Ted Wise attended the auction of Perry Hall in November 1875, and the property was knocked down to him for £1,275, but Wise was acting as Housman’s agent. By the end of February 1876 the property had been conveyed to Wise as Trustee for Housman. Ted Wise did not have to dig into his own pocket, and could not have done so even if he had wanted to. £1,100 was found by agreeing a new mortgage with Weaver, who had found Housman an unsatisfactory client, but was prepared to deal with Housman and Wise together; while the balance came from Housman’s pocket. Edward thus effectively removed Perry Hall from his father’s estate and from Chancery and got it into his own hands for the sum of £175, less than a sixth of what the house was worth.27 With his title to the property now secure, he was able to pay the balance of £175 and to cover his other immediate needs by taking out a second mortgage on Perry Hall for £500 with a certain Martha Perkins, who must have had more money than sense.28


Edward Housman had gained a breathing-space; but he must have realised that his days of living as the ‘squire’ of Fockbury were numbered; and, as the real world pressed in upon the illusion which he had created, and was still desperately trying to sustain, he again began drinking too much and his health suffered. The first sign of this was that his appearance at church became less regular, and Alfred agreed to read the lessons at Catshill when his father was feeling too ill to do so.


Alfred did not know the details of his father’s financial dealings; but an advertisement for the auction of Perry Hall had been prominently displayed in the local press, and he must have been told something of what was happening. The long-term future was still quite hopeful, because whatever his father did with his share of the family money, there was a great deal more wealth in the wider family, and Alfred and his brothers and sisters were the only children of their generation, and so would presumably inherit it. But there would clearly be a period when the immediate family would become increasingly poor. The establishment at Fockbury was gradually reduced, until at last they only had one horse in the stables, and one maid in the house.29 Luckily Robert and Laurence, who had joined Alfred at school, were both scholars; but their outfits were often shabby, and Laurence grew to hate and fear Mr Millington, who humiliated him in front of his class by telling him to come to school better dressed. Laurence solved this problem, at least for a time, by getting up very early and wearing his Sunday best to school without Lucy knowing; but as Alfred started to realise that the immediate future looked uncertain, he began to suffer from silent, introspective moods which alarmed the rest of his family.


Alfred’s worries, about the Wises and about his own family, destroyed the delicate growth of optimism which had been appearing during the summer of 1875. Alfred, now aged sixteen-and-a-half, began to fill the first of several notebooks with copies of poems which were all about sorrow, separation, or death. He copied from Milton and Matthew Arnold, as well as from many of the great Romantics: Wordsworth, Byron, Shelley and Keats. But the poet from whom he copied most often was G. A. Simcox,30 a writer of sentimental romantic verse of which this is a fair sample:








Men only have I tried


    And they have shallow hearts and so have I.


    I will be away from them before I die


And be a little child, and taste the summer tide.


I will away; the sunny world is wide, –


‘And desolate’, her aching heart replied.











Alfred’s own aching heart was soothed by only one thing: academic success. In the New Year of 1876, he passed into the sixth form, where he came under the personal tuition of the headmaster. Alfred was clever, he was good at classics, and he found his headmaster’s enthusiasm infectious; as did others.


For Alfred, an important moment came when, in the summer following his seventeenth birthday, he had won a prize; and Millington presented him with a copy of Sabrinae Corolla (‘a small garland of the Severn’). This was a volume of translations into Latin or Greek verse from English, German, and Italian, edited and contributed to by the classical scholar B. H. Kennedy. He was the Headmaster of Shrewsbury School, and all of the eighty or ninety scholars who contributed to the book were former pupils. It was the gift of Sabrinae Corolla which Housman later said first turned his mind to classical studies, ‘and implanted in me a genuine liking for Greek and Latin’.31


Among the first fruits of this liking were his own Latin poems, including a translation of Dryden’s ‘Fairest Isle, all isles excelling’.32


Alfred was not only writing Latin verse, but the most informal English verse. During summer visits to Woodchester, when Mrs Wise set him to work to cover jam pots, he would often write amusing couplets on the labels;33 and when, this year, he spent part of his Christmas holidays at Woodchester House, he turned his attention to the Visitors’ Book, and wrote in it a long prophecy for the year 1877, part of which runs:34








And Minnie will look in the looking-glass,


    And make herself quite ecstatic


With her own tip-tilted loveliness,


    And profile perfectly Attic:


And Ted’s moustache will grow on his face


    With much procrastination,


And Edie will go flying off into space


    For want of gravitation.


And poor Miss Becker must keep up her pecker,


    And her heart mustn’t sink in her shoes: –


And it might be wise to advertise


    In the matrimonial News: –


And however the winds may rage in the skies,


    And however the seas may foam, –


Yet still Mrs. Wise, (to no-one’s surprise)


    Will take and go over to Rome.


And her village pastor’s prophetic soul


    Will be in the seventh heaven: –


‘I told you so, I knew she’d go


    In 1877’.











Alfred made no prophecies about himself, though his schooldays were drawing to a brilliant close. By the summer of 1877, he was at the head of Bromsgrove School, and the winner of prizes for English verse, freehand drawing, and French, as well as for Latin and Greek verse. A photograph taken at the time shows him looking alert, self-confident–perhaps even a little arrogant. In January he had failed to win a scholarship to Corpus Christi College, Oxford,35 but on 15 June, a telegram arrived at Fockbury House announcing Alfred’s success in winning an open scholarship to St John’s College, Oxford;36 worth £100 a year, it would be just enough for him to manage on during term-time. Kate later recalled that this was ‘one of the happiest events’ in her brother’s life.


Edward Housman had at last been forced into selling Fockbury House, and a few weeks after the news of Alfred’s scholarship, the Housmans were returning to live in Perry Hall; although the family was poor, for the next few years Alfred’s own position was quite secure; and in the long term he could reasonably assume that he would inherit enough family money to be comfortably off. He seemed to have had no more ambition to be a solicitor than his father had had; nor was he making the mistake of training for a career which he despised. Instead, he was going up to Oxford to study classics. This was not a course which Alfred intended should turn him into a teacher or a don; Oxford was simply to be a part of his education as a gentleman, and a natural extension of his successful career at school.


One of Alfred’s last poems as a schoolboy was a song which he felt Lady Jane Grey might have sung in captivity, it is charming but melancholy, and begins:37








Breathe, my lute, beneath my fingers


    One regretful breath
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