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PREFACE

In her introduction to Grant Richards’s memoir of her brother, Katharine Symons described the book as ‘not a complete biography of A.E. Housman but a nearly complete biography of his poems’. Housman Country is neither of these things, though it might be described as an account of the life and times of A Shropshire Lad. It is for this reason that the text of Housman’s first volume has been included in this book, and those poems discussed in the text are additionally identified by the Roman numeral each of them bears in order to make them easy to locate. Since many of the poems published in later volumes were drafted or written at the same time as those in A Shropshire Lad or otherwise bear on the narrative, I have often referred to or discussed them. There are innumerable editions of Housman’s collected poems, but all quotations from them in this book are taken from A Shropshire Lad and Other Poems (2010), authoritatively edited by Archie Burnett and readily available as a Penguin paperback or ebook. These poems are identified in the notes, once again by the Roman numerals used by Housman, which will make them easy to locate in any edition.

There remain whole areas of Housman’s life and work – notably his career as a classicist – that do not come into this book. Several biographies of Housman, referred to in the text and listed in the bibliography, supply a more comprehensive account for anyone seeking one. Equally, at a time when questions of national identity are being much discussed, ‘Englishness’ here describes something that seemed rather more clearly identifiable during Housman’s lifetime, although it is still recognisable today. My principal intention has been to investigate what I have called ‘Housman Country’, an English sensibility in which literature, landscape, music and emotion all play their part, and which finds one of its most perfect expressions in Housman’s poetry.

Peter Parker, London E3, March 2016



I


ENGLAND IN YOUR POCKET






He is a strange phenomenon, but to my mind the most perfect expression of something deeply English and a whole mood of English history – a true master.


Ted Hughes on A.E. Housman








Towards the end of February 1896 a small volume of sixty-three poems was published by Kegan Paul, Trench, Trübner & Co. Ltd in an edition of 500 copies at half a crown each. The author was a thirty-seven-year-old professor of Latin at University College, London, named Alfred Edward Housman, and he had been obliged to pay £30 towards the cost of publication. A small, slow trickle of reviews was led by The Times, which in its brief round-up of ‘Books of the Week’ on 27 March noted: ‘Mr Housman has a true sense of the sweetness of country life and of its tragedies too, and his gift of melodious expression is genuine.’ Other reviewers were less faint in their praise, but there is little in their verdicts to suggest that A Shropshire Lad would become, and remain, one of the best-loved volumes of poetry in the language. By the end of the year its combined sales in Britain and America amounted to only 381 copies, and the first edition did not sell out until two years later – and only then because Housman’s brother Laurence bought up the remaining copies.


It took the enthusiasm and persistence of a young publisher called Grant Richards to rescue the book from this faltering start. Richards had reviewed A Shropshire Lad in W.T. Stead’s Review of Reviews, rightly describing Housman as ‘a very real poet, and a very English one at that’. On 1 January 1897 he set up his own publishing company, Grant Richards Ltd, with premises on Henrietta Street in Covent Garden, declaring that ‘A Shropshire Lad was perhaps of all books the one I most wanted on my list.’ Housman took some persuading, but a new edition of 500 copies was published by Richards on 14 September 1898. Although sales were not exactly brisk, the little book’s reputation gradually grew and it soon went into further editions. In America, meanwhile, the poems had found more immediate popularity after 161 copies of the first edition were imported and published under the John Lane (New York) imprint in 1897. The book was widely pirated and, although Lane reprinted his edition several times, innumerable unauthorised editions were issued from 1902 onwards, continuing to appear even after Henry Holt & Co. published the first authorised US edition in 1922. Housman took a lenient view of piracy, complaining only when books were badly produced or poems misprinted. ‘Vanity, not avarice, is my ruling passion,’ he told Richards; ‘and so long as young men write to me from America saying that they would rather part with their hair than with their copy of my book, I do not feel the need of food and drink.’


Apart from eliminating misprints, Housman’s principal concern was that his book should remain affordable, and in order to ensure this he declined royalties. ‘I only stipulate for simplicity of design and moderateness of price,’ he told Richards. Having for his first edition raised the original cover price by one shilling to 3s 6d – ‘perhaps the largest sum which can be called moderate, but I suppose it deserves the name’, Housman grumbled – Richards lowered it to 3s for his second. In December 1899 the publisher suggested a new size for the third edition. ‘I rather like the notion of a pocket edition,’ Housman commented. ‘Large paper and illustrations are things I have not much affection for.’ An octavo edition was therefore published in January 1903, priced at 1s.


In 1904 Richards ‘gave full weight to the author’s strong preference for a really cheap book’ and published what he called a ‘waistcoat pocket edition (at sixpence with a cloth cover; at a shilling bound in leather)’. This edition was unfortunately full of misprints, though Housman felt ‘bound to say however that the leather binding makes a very pretty book’, and it sold well, serving as ‘a pleasant and inexpensive Christmas card’ for the literary minded. The poet Edward Shanks recalled buying a copy of this edition in a Falmouth bookshop in 1907 when he was fifteen: ‘It was not for its reputation that I bought it, for I had never heard of either A.E. Housman or A Shropshire Lad. I like to think now that I must have turned over the pages as I stood in the shop and recognized the quality of the verses. The more probable supposition, however, is that I was seduced by the price. It was only sixpence, and I hadn’t much more, and it was a very low price indeed to pay for such an attractive-looking little book.’


The growth in the book’s popularity was most marked during the early years of the twentieth century: in 1905 it sold 886 copies, but by 1911 the average yearly sale was an astonishing 13,500 copies. Sales were undoubtedly boosted by the large number of composers who made settings of Housman’s poems during this period, which had seen a renaissance in English music and a rediscovery of traditional English folk song. In Housman, English composers felt they had found their own Heine or Müller, and A Shropshire Lad provided ideal texts for the forging of a truly English equivalent of the lieder tradition. According to the poet Robert Nichols, by the outbreak of the First World War, Housman’s little book was ‘in every pocket’. Poems describing the quiet places of an idealised rural England, a ‘land of lost content’ to which one could never return, struck a chord with those huddled in trenches amid the shattered landscapes of France and Belgium. Housman’s themes of love and loss and of ‘lads that will die in their glory and never be old’ seemed additionally poignant and of the moment to those left at home when their men marched away.


The book’s popularity was maintained after the war, with Grant Richards producing numerous further editions during the 1920s and 1930s. In 1929 alone he issued 5000 copies of the small edition and 2000 of the larger one, with another reprint of 5000 copies of the smaller edition the following year. Housman felt sure that his insistence upon the book’s availability in inexpensive editions was largely responsible for its continuing sales, proudly telling an admirer who wrote to him in 1934 that ‘for the last thirty years or more it has been procurable for eighteenpence’.


By the fiftieth anniversary of its first publication, A Shropshire Lad had gone through forty-eight editions in Britain and had become securely embedded in the national culture. In 1935 Eugene Goossens, who was at that time conductor of the Cincinnati Symphony Orchestra and described himself as ‘a terrific lover of the Shropshire Lad poems’, had insisted that ‘The particular psychology they express is something which belongs only to Englishmen and it is idle to expect an American (as I know from experience) to try and understand the underlying idiom of these poems. Nobody who hasn’t lived somewhere near the Wrekin or Bredon Hill or, to go a little farther afield, the Cotswold country, as I have, could ever hope to relish these works and their peculiar “aura”.’ That this was not the case may be judged by the fact that forty-seven American editions (not including mere reprints or imported volumes) were listed in a 1946 bibliography, and that a note in the US edition of Housman’s Selected Poems, published three years earlier, stated: ‘No contemporary poet has been so widely read or appreciated as this quiet scholar, whose verse has the accent of immortality and who always prized quality above quantity.’


Similarly, Morton D. Zabel, the literary critic and academic who became Professor of English at the University of Chicago, could confidently assert on the fiftieth anniversary of A Shropshire Lad’s original publication that ‘no book of poetry published in the past half-century has attained a greater popularity.’ One unusual mark of that popularity was that Yardley could use two lines from one of the poems to advertise its Orchis perfume in the New Yorker in 1931. A Shropshire Lad has been reprinted continually ever since its half-centenary and individual lines of the poems remain familiar even to those who have never read the book. In the 120 years since its original publication it has never once been out of print.


The unlikely author of this enduringly popular volume of poetry was not himself a Shropshire Lad. ‘I was born in Worcestershire, not Shropshire, where I have never spent much time,’ he confessed in 1933. ‘I had a sentimental feeling for Shropshire because its hills were our Western horizon.’ That horizon was visible from Fockbury, the small Worcestershire hamlet where A.E. Housman was born on 26 March 1859. He was the eldest of the seven children of a genial but financially improvident solicitor, and he spent his childhood at Perry Hall, a large family house in nearby Bromsgrove. It was here that his siblings were born: Robert (1860), Clemence (1861), Katharine (always known as Kate, 1862), Basil (1864), Laurence (1865) and Herbert (1868). Already weakened by this swift succession of childbirths, Housman’s beloved mother, Sarah Jane, developed breast cancer shortly after the birth of Herbert and by 1870 had become an invalid, unable any longer to manage the household. A cousin, Mary Housman, came to take on the role, while the older children took it in turns to read aloud to and write letters for their stricken mother. When it became clear that Sarah Jane was dying, Housman was sent to stay with his godmother at Woodchester in rural Gloucestershire. It was here that news of his mother’s death reached him on his twelfth birthday. Housman had been brought up as a devout Christian, but the loss of his mother began a process which led him to reject Christianity altogether and become a convinced atheist at the age of twenty-one.


Housman had gone as a scholar to his local grammar school, St Edward’s in Bromsgrove, where he excelled at Classics and won several prizes for Greek, Latin and English verse. In 1877 he was awarded an open classical scholarship to St John’s College, Oxford, where he was generally regarded as exceptional, and where he met a fellow student called Moses Jackson, with whom he fell unrequitedly in love. To everyone’s astonishment, having gained a first in Moderations, the exam taken at the end of his second year, he entirely failed his finals. Instead of embarking on the academic career everyone had predicted, he was obliged to sit the Civil Service Examination, and as a result accepted in 1882 a comparatively lowly job as a clerk in the Patent Office in London. He did not abandon his studies, however; he spent his evenings and weekends working on classical texts in the reading room of the British Museum, and the articles he began contributing to scholarly magazines gradually acquired him a considerable reputation in his field. When in 1892 the Chair of Latin fell vacant at University College, London, he was able to provide seventeen testimonials in support of his application for the post, to which he was duly appointed. He had written poetry since childhood, mostly light verse, but in the late 1880s, while living in Highgate, north London, he began writing the poems that would eventually be published in A Shropshire Lad, the majority of them in a sudden burst of creativity in 1895.


The success of A Shropshire Lad led many people to enquire when a second volume of poems might be ready for the press. Housman was disinclined to oblige, concentrating instead on scholarly publications, notably his edition of Manilius’s Astronomica, which appeared (at his own expense) in five volumes between 1903 and 1930. He had been appointed Kennedy Professor of Latin at the University of Cambridge in 1911, and would remain there as a Fellow of Trinity College until his death. He continued, somewhat costively, to write new poems and revise those he had excluded from A Shropshire Lad. Another burst of creativity led him to announce to his delighted publisher in April 1922 that he hoped to have a second volume ready for the autumn. The decisively but as it turned out inaccurately titled Last Poems appeared on 19 October 1922 and attracted widespread notice and very good sales.


Housman had left it to his brother Laurence, himself a renowned poet and playwright, to decide what should be published after his death. Most of the poems were contained in four notebooks and the only instruction Housman left was that Laurence should publish ‘nothing which [he] considered inferior to anything that had already appeared’. After Housman died on 30 April 1936, Laurence selected forty-eight items to publish as More Poems in October of that year. The following year an additional eighteen poems appeared in his memoir A.E.H., alongside some ‘light verse and parodies’ and a selection of letters. In a note explaining his reasons for publishing what became known as the ‘Additional Poems’, Laurence argued that although the three previous volumes now constituted ‘the canon’ of his brother’s poetry, nothing he was now publishing was ‘of a lower standard’ than the one Housman had set. Five more poems, three of them ‘rescued from periodicals’, were appended to these Additional Poems when they were subsumed into the canon as part of the first Collected Poems, published in 1939. This volume excluded the light verse and parodies, but contained three previously published translations from the Greek.


Setting aside these translations, the light verse, and the assorted fragments that have subsequently been published, the collected edition of Housman’s poetry remains small: 170 numbered poems with the addition of the two used as epigraphs for Last Poems and More Poems. Few of these take up more than a page and many of them consist of as few as two or three four-line stanzas. It seems very little on which to rest a considerable reputation, but if Housman had published nothing after A Shropshire Lad, he would still have earned his place in literary history. This is the volume that people always associate with him and it has retained the affection of readers from all backgrounds over many years. At the time of writing it is available in thirty-one editions.


There will continue to be arguments over the literary merits of A Shropshire Lad, but although Housman was not entirely indifferent to the views of critics and academics, and had a robust sense of his own literary standing, he wrote for ordinary people rather than his scholarly peers. ‘My chief object in publishing my verses was to give pleasure to a few young men here and there,’ he once said (women, young or old, tending not to enter his calculations very often). It is to the young that the poems’ prevailing mood of romantic melancholy, their depiction of thwarted or unrequited love, and their railing against the injustices of life have always had a special appeal. ‘I don’t know how it is with the young today,’ wrote W.H. Auden in 1972, ‘but to my generation no other English poet seemed so perfectly to express the sensibility of a male adolescent.’ George Orwell concurred, describing Housman as ‘the writer who had the deepest hold upon the thinking young’ in the years between 1910 and 1925. He described the poems’ themes as ‘adolescent’: ‘murder, suicide, unhappy love, early death’ – though by that reckoning the plays of Shakespeare might equally be deemed adolescent in their preoccupations. One sees, however, his point, and it is in adolescence that poetry tends to strike home most forcefully, even among those who may never read it thereafter. Orwell claimed to have had the whole of A Shropshire Lad by heart while at Eton: ‘these are the poems that I and my contemporaries used to recite to ourselves, over and over, in a kind of ecstasy’. Orwell further felt that young people were attracted by the ‘blasphemous, antinomian, “cynical” strain’ of Housman’s poetry, particularly in the wake of the First World War, as the result of which a huge gulf had opened up between the generations. Housman, he wrote, ‘stood for a kind of bitter, defiant paganism, a conviction that life is short and the gods are against you, which exactly fitted the prevailing mood of the young’. Orwell would become disenchanted with Housman, but others did not, and Cyril Connolly’s brutal reassessment of the poems in the New Statesman shortly after Housman’s death caused howls of outrage – an indication of how far Housman retained his hold upon readers well beyond their impressionable youth.


Housman believed that poetry had other functions beyond the principal one of giving pleasure to young men. In a letter of condolence to his sister Kate, one of whose sons had been killed in the First World War, he wrote: ‘I do not know that I can do better than send you some verses that I wrote many years ago; because the essential business of poetry, as it has been said, is to harmonise the sadness of the universe, and it is somehow more sustaining and more healing than prose.’ The person who gave this definition was Sir Leslie Stephen in his A History of English Thought in the Eighteenth Century (1876), and Housman had copied the observation into a notebook, along with the statement that immediately preceded it: ‘Nothing is less poetical than optimism.’ Optimism is certainly not something the reader encounters very often in A Shropshire Lad, which at times seems almost comically glum. In ‘Twice a week the winter thorough’ (XVII), for example, Housman depicts a lad in summer ‘trying to be glad’ as he strides out on to a cricket pitch:






Try I will; no harm in trying:


    Wonder ’tis how little mirth


Keeps the bones of man from lying


    On the bed of earth.








This is the sort of poem that has always made Housman a popular target for parodists, though it is unclear quite how seriously we are supposed to take it. It seems the sort of verse against which a protest is raised in the book’s penultimate poem, ‘Terence, this is stupid stuff’ (LXII). Indeed, in that poem’s reply to the criticism of a friend there is a near echo of the earlier one in the undermining aside: ‘Therefore, since the world has still / Much good, but much less good than ill …’ Well aware of the reputation for gloominess his poetry had gained, Housman once agreed to a request that Last Poems should appear in a Braille edition on the grounds that ‘The blind want cheering up.’ As this remark shows, Housman could be very funny in his dry ironic way. He firmly rebutted the suggestion that he had at any time suffered ‘a crisis of pessimism’, insisting that he was not a pessimist but a ‘pejorist’, which is to say someone who believes the world is getting worse rather than better – adding (not entirely truthfully) ‘and that is owing to my observation of the world not to personal experience’.


Housman knew that Last Poems contained some of his finest verse, but A Shropshire Lad retained a special place in his heart. While he grudgingly allowed composers to set poems individually or as part of a song cycle, he steadfastly refused permission for the volume’s poems to be reprinted in anthologies. ‘Pray who gave Mr. E[dward]. Thomas leave to print two of my inspired lays in his and your Pocket Book of Poems and Songs?’ he asked Richards in June 1907. ‘You must not treat my immortal works as quarries to be used at will by the various hacks whom you may employ to compile anthologies.’ He resisted all suggestions for a collected edition of his poems, repeatedly arguing that A Shropshire Lad and Last Poems were entirely discrete volumes. The only occasion during his lifetime that they were published together was for a ‘limited edition de luxe’ (‘the pompous edition’, as he called it) in 1929. Housman agreed to this only ‘reluctantly’, perhaps bending his hitherto inflexible rule because the two volumes remained separate books within a single slipcase. His argument that the two books were entirely different entities is, however, undermined by our later knowledge that several poems eventually published in the second volume were originally intended for the first, and that the decision to remove five poems from A Shropshire Lad and add three others was taken only ‘while the book was printing’.


The ‘Englishness’ of Housman’s poetry has been widely recognised. ‘If he reminds us of any other poet, it is (now and then) Heine,’ the famous critic William Archer noted in an early review of A Shropshire Lad; ‘yet he is English of the English.’ The American poet Louise Imogen Guiney suggested a ‘cried kinship’ with Englands Helicon, the anthology of Elizabethan pastoral poetry published in 1600 and containing works by Shakespeare, Marlowe, Spenser, Drayton, Peele and others. There was, however, a difference, as Archer noted. He detected the influence of the Classics, but went on to suggest that ‘The Shropshire of Mr Housman is no Arcadia, no Sicily, still less a courtly pleasaunce peopled with beribboned nymphs and swains. It is as real, and as tragic, as Mr [Thomas] Hardy’s Wessex.’


That reality was emphasised by the use of real place-names, unlike those of Hardy, which were largely invented; but the places Housman mentioned were emblematic, sometimes bearing little relation to geographical reality. As Orwell noted, the book is ‘full of the charm of buried villages, the nostalgia of place-names, Clunton and Clunbury, Knighton, Ludlow, “on Wenlock Edge”, “in summer time on Bredon”, thatched roofs and the jingle of smithies, the wild jonquils in the pastures of the “blue remembered hills”.’ It is much more than that, though. These place-names, however resonant for English readers, would be mostly unfamiliar to foreign ones. One of the earliest American reviewers pinpointed other aspects of Englishness embodied in the poems, noting of Housman’s generic Lad, ‘Like a true Englishman, he takes his pleasure sadly.’ Quoting the first two stanzas of poem XVII, in which the Lad attempts to keep unhappiness in check by the very English expedient of playing football and cricket, the anonymous reviewer went on to add that ‘In one of the most tragical lyrics [VIII], the crowning thought of desolation is delightfully English.’ This is by way of a joke, since in the poem a man who will not be returning to the family home after murdering his brother reflects that the dinner his mother has prepared for him will have gone cold. It nevertheless points to that strain in English life and letters that is the very reverse of traditional American optimism.


There are always dangers – including those of stereotyping and over-simplification – in attempting to define national traits, but one person who repeatedly did so was the political theorist Sir Ernest Barker (1874–1960), who contrasted what he saw as English values with the kind of nationalism that led to political extremism in mainland Europe. Like Housman, Barker was a classicist from a rural background (in his case in Cheshire, where his father had been an agricultural labourer), and his work and writings were informed by his study of ancient authors. One of the topics addressed in Barker’s National Character and the Factors in its Formation (1927) is melancholy. ‘A theme or note which is from first to last characteristic of our literature, and a secret of its influence, is one which we may name elegiac,’ he writes. ‘It is a sadness which is not weakness, and a lamentation which is not unmanly; a melancholy which is mixed with endurance, and a brooding on the passage of time which never becomes despair.’ This is precisely the elegiac quality that one finds in Housman’s poems, but that quality is also part of an English literary tradition that stretches back across many centuries. Barker quotes the literary scholar W.P. Ker, a colleague of Housman’s at University College, London, and one of the three people whose advice he called upon when selecting the contents of Last Poems: ‘The Anglo-Saxon genius for poetry is best known in the elegies – The Wanderer, The Seafarer, and others – to which there is nothing corresponding in Germany or Iceland. The English invented for themselves a form of elegy. They seem to have been more readily touched by motives of regret and lamentation than other people.’


In The Wanderer, one of the earliest surviving English poems, dating from around the eighth or ninth century, a solitary figure finds himself exiled from his home, cast adrift on an icy sea ‘with winter in [his] heart’. Battling through atrocious English weather (frost, snow, wind and hail are all mentioned), he recalls his former life in the warm mead-halls of his beloved lord, whom he has buried after defeat in battle. Thus melancholy and nostalgia are present from the very beginnings of English literature. The notion that the English tendency towards nostalgia is bound up with the loss of empire or loss of power and prestige in the world certainly has some traction, but it overlooks a literary tradition that predates the zenith of imperialism by a millennium. Whatever the root cause, there remains in England a tendency to harp upon past glories rather than looking forward to a promising future, to look back upon a ‘land of lost content’ rather than suppose that, as that quintessentially American popular standard puts it, ‘The Best is Yet to Come’.


The English are also renowned for their sexual and emotional repression, and were particularly so during the period in which A Shropshire Lad became popular. If in England the traditional landscape is green, lush and productive thanks to all that rain, the emotional terrain is generally thought of as somewhat arid, and Housman himself appeared to embody this perception. His reputation was that of a dry classical scholar, not someone at all likely to have produced anything as deeply felt as A Shropshire Lad. The apparent gulf between the lyric poet people met on the pages of A Shropshire Lad and Last Poems and the man they might, with persistence, meet at his rooms in Trinity College, Cambridge, or indeed be unlucky enough to find themselves placed next to at High Table, seemed both inexplicable and unbridgeable. In fact, at heart Housman was a romantic – though a romantic of a peculiarly doom-laden and tight-lipped English variety: because one is lapidary, it does not mean one has a heart of stone. The cynicism people detected in Housman’s work was merely the obverse of the romantic medal, for what are cynics if not disappointed romantics? Furthermore, the repression that seemed to characterise Housman’s life and conduct was precisely what produced the poetry and directed the form it took: deep emotion constrained by and contained within very short poems written in strictly observed verse forms.


All these elements contributed to the sense that A Shropshire Lad represented something recognisably and cherishably English. The book was published during a period in which what constituted England and Englishness had become a major preoccupation. On the surface, Britain had remained a stable, if very unequal, society during the latter part of Queen Victoria’s reign, and its confidence and sense of itself was very much bound up in its empire. Technically, this may have been a British Empire, and many of its servants Scottish, Welsh and Irish, but it was ruled from England and the values it disseminated around the globe were regarded as characteristically ‘English’. This was reflected in some of the seminal texts on empire published in the latter half of the nineteenth century. While Charles Dilke called his 1868 book Greater Britain, in describing the travels that inspired it, which took him to America, Canada, Australia, New Zealand and India, he wrote: ‘I followed England round the world: everywhere I was in English-speaking, or in English-governed lands. If I remarked that the climate, soil, manners of life, that mixture with other peoples had modified the blood, I saw, too, that in essentials the race was always one.’ That race too was ‘English’ rather than ‘British’.


Dilke is now chiefly remembered as one of the main players in a sensational Victorian divorce case, but the book he wrote as a young man proved very popular, running rapidly through four impressions and remaining a key imperial text well into the twentieth century. J.R. Seeley’s book on imperialism was unequivocally titled The Expansion of England and proved even more popular and enduring: published in 1883, it sold around 80,000 copies in its first two years and was still in print at the time of the Suez Crisis in 1956. J.W. Froude’s Oceana (1886) was subtitled ‘England and her Colonies’, and in the book he referred to those colonies as ‘other Englands’. Like Dilke, Froude had travelled before writing his book and was happy to report that ‘Amid the uncertainties which are gathering around us at home […] it is something to have seen with our own eyes that there are other Englands beside the old one, where the race is thriving with all its ancient characteristics.’ These ancient characteristics took one back to a time not only before the Acts of Union which united England with Ireland (1801) and Scotland (1707), but even before the Principality of Wales had been subsumed into the Kingdom of England in 1536. Dilke, for example, had written of the global spread of ‘Alfred’s laws and Chaucer’s tongue’ to form an imaginary realm he dubbed ‘Saxondom’.


In the nineteenth century ‘British’ values may well have seemed less easy to define than ‘English’ ones, since they needed to take account of characteristics that were specifically Scottish, Welsh or Irish. Unlike England, those nations were Celtic and had their own languages and customs, though these had to some extent been eroded by centuries of English rule. The separating out of a pure and unalloyed England from the amalgam that was Britain was essentially a nineteenth-century idea – so much so that in 1867 Matthew Arnold could claim that ‘in England the Englishman proper is in union of spirit with no one except other Englishmen proper like himself. His Welsh and Irish fellow-citizens are hardly more amalgamated with him now than they were when Wales and Ireland were first conquered.’


In the eighteenth century ‘England’ and ‘Britain’ had been more or less interchangeable, as can be seen in two patriotic songs of the period, ‘The Roast Beef of Old England’ and ‘Rule, Britannia!’ The words of the former were written by Henry Fielding in 1731 and became a hugely popular ballad when set to music by Richard Leveridge four years later. Fielding laments the current state of the nation and looks back to an age when proper solid English food ensured the country’s physical and moral health:






When mighty Roast Beef was the Englishman’s food,


It ennobled our brains and enriched our blood.


Our soldiers were brave and our courtiers were good


    Oh! the Roast Beef of old England,


    And old English Roast Beef!








‘Rule, Britannia!’, dating from 1740 with words by James Thomson set to a rousing tune by Thomas Arne, similarly became a popular patriotic song and proved even more enduring. Thomson is best known for The Seasons (1730), a cycle of poems about the English countryside, but he was in fact Scottish by birth, having come to London as a young man to make his literary career and remained there for the rest of his short life. Born in 1700, he was of the first generation to grow up in a Scotland united with England, and ‘Rule, Britannia!’ reflects his interest in forging a new ‘British’ identity. The song opens with Britain rising from the sea ‘at Heaven’s command’, and while the reference was clearly to Britain’s naval supremacy, of vital importance to an island nation, in more general terms the song celebrated a country free from tyranny, its natural beauty kept secure by its stalwart inhabitants:






Blest isle! With matchless beauty crown’d,


And many hearts to guard the fair.








These lines owe something to both the aria ‘Fairest Isle’ in Purcell and Dryden’s opera King Arthur and the famous speech in Shakespeare’s Richard II, which hymns ‘this scepter’d isle […] This precious stone set in the silver sea’ and builds to the climactic paean: ‘This blessed plot, this earth, this realm, this England.’


Fielding’s vision of a lost society in which ‘Our fathers of old were robust, stout, and strong, / And kept open house, with good cheer all day long, / Which made their plump tenants rejoice in this song’ came to be known as ‘Merry England’. This was an almost prelapsarian world, essentially rural and based around the more cheerful rituals of the church calendar, dancing round maypoles, swilling ale and enjoying a kind of painless feudalism. The term stretches back a long way, but was popularised by William Hazlitt in an essay of that title published in 1819. The denizens of Hazlitt’s Merry England were a people who enjoyed cricket, field sports and practical jokes, the open air in summer and the cosy fireside, with a perpetually blazing log, in winter. Their merriness was spontaneous and anarchic, generally reserved for ‘high-days and holidays’, but also wholesome: ‘They are not gay like the French, who are one eternal smile of self-complacency, tortured into affectation, or spun into languid indifference, nor are they voluptuous and immersed in sensual indolence, like the Italians.’


Hazlitt’s affectionate caricature mentions Robin Hood and ‘Merry Sherwood’, but not the Arthurian legends that were taken up as a model of ‘Englishness’ later in the century. Arthurian knights represented a noble rather than a merry England: chivalrous, virtuous, courageous, their exploits recounted by Sir Thomas Malory in Le Morte d’Arthur, published in 1485. The golden age of chivalry was the Middle Ages, but it saw a revival in the reign of Elizabeth I, forming the basis of Edmund Spenser’s epic The Faerie Queene (1590), an Arthurian allegory in praise of Elizabeth and the knightly virtues of her courtiers. The Elizabethan period was close enough to the medieval period to make its embrace of chivalry seem a plausible ‘Indian summer’, and any revival thereafter seemed unlikely. In the early years of the Industrial Revolution Edmund Burke was able to announce that ‘the age of chivalry is gone. That of sophisters, economists, and calculators, has succeeded; and the glory of England is extinguished for ever.’ In fact, not only was the glory of England reanimated in the nineteenth century, but a new age of chivalry was ushered in.


This revival of chivalry was a conscious anachronism in which art, literature and fancy dress all played their part. The novels of Sir Walter Scott, the poems of Alfred Tennyson and the paintings of the Pre-Raphaelites all drew upon a romanticised version of the chivalric tradition. England was after all a country that had an armour-clad knight, St George, as its patron saint and featured a ‘verray, parfit, gentil knyght’ as a pilgrim-narrator in one of its founding literary texts, Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales. Such figures embodied all the virtues of what became known as a Christian English gentleman, and the public schools which flourished in the nineteenth century aimed to produce generation after generation of this paragon. Cyril Norwood, headmaster successively of Bristol Grammar School, Marlborough College and Harrow, would claim that ‘The ideal of chivalry which inspired the knighthood of medieval days, the ideal of service to the community which inspired the greatest men who founded schools for their day and for posterity, have been combined in the tradition of English education which holds the field today.’ This was the kind of education that produced the country’s leaders and the English country gentlemen who would preside over rural society. If country estates were not quite Camelot, they represented a social order in which the lord of the manor exercised a benevolent paternalism, looking after the material and spiritual needs of those who lived and worked on his estate. This resulted in a society that was rigidly stratified but considered just. As Mrs C.F. Alexander succinctly put it in her popular 1848 hymn ‘All things bright and beautiful’:






The rich man in his castle,


The poor man at his gate,


God made them high and lowly,


And ordered their estate.








The landowner supposedly kept his side of the social contract out of a sense of duty, which was itself a tithe paid to privilege. As the nineteenth century progressed, this ideal was held up in contrast to the newly rich industrialists who, having missed out on the proper training provided by the public schools, supposedly felt no such obligations towards their workforce.


The consolidation of the concept of Englishness was emphasised not only by the public schools but in such cultural enterprises as the Oxford English Dictionary, which began publication in 1884; the Dictionary of National Biography, which first appeared the following year; the National Trust, founded in 1895 to preserve both the landscape and important historic buildings; the National Portrait Gallery, which opened in 1896; and a National Gallery of British Art (now Tate Britain), which opened in 1897. England’s long literary tradition had been celebrated in Francis Palgrave’s The Golden Treasury of the Best Songs and Lyrical Poems in the English Language, which was first published in 1861 and, having run through twenty-three reprints in thirty years, was revised and expanded in 1891. The best of English lyric poetry, in Palgrave’s plan, would be disseminated throughout the world: ‘wherever the Poets of England are honoured, wherever the dominant language of the world is spoken, it is hoped that they will find fit audience.’


Further education was another way of promoting national identity. University College, London, had introduced the study of English Language and Literature as a degree subject as early as 1828, but it was in 1893 that Oxford University created its own school devoted to these subjects with the intention of reaching out to students who had not received a classical education earlier in life. English Literature, it was argued, ‘deepened our sense of the import of nationality by giving the most intense and at the same time most manifold expression of it’. Indeed, early English Literature courses required a working knowledge of English history on the grounds that the study of literature alone was essentially frivolous and undisciplined, ‘mere chatter about Shelley’. As with literature, one of the principal concerns of history as taught in universities was how it reflected the character of a society or a nation. Arthur Quiller-Couch, who did much to promote English literature with such anthologies as The Golden Pomp: A Procession of English Lyrics from Surrey to Shirley (1895), the first Oxford Book of English Verse (1900) and the Oxford Book of Ballads (1911), recalled the experience of reading Edward A. Freeman’s History of the Norman Conquest (1867–76) and J.R. Green’s A Short History of the English People (1874), ‘in which as through parting clouds of darkness we beheld our ancestry, literary as well as political, radiantly legitimised’. The English Historical Review was founded in 1886, and in 1900 English history was made a compulsory part of education in secondary schools.


An attempt to spread a proper appreciation of what it meant to be English throughout the population was one of the motivating forces behind the ‘missionary work’ carried out by undergraduates in the East End of London. Just as servants of the Empire brought the supposed benefits of English culture and education to the ‘natives’ of India and Africa, so young men from Oxbridge and the public schools spread their ethos among the urban lower orders. That this represented a kind of cultural takeover-bid was happily acknowledged: ‘Colonisation by the well-to-do seems indeed the true solution to the East End question,’ read the first annual report of the Oxford House Mission in 1884, ‘for the problem is, how to make the masses realise their spiritual and social solidarity with the rest of the capital and the kingdom.’ East Enders undoubtedly had their own notions of what constituted Englishness, but cultural cohesiveness was seen by the ruling classes as a way both of uniting the nation and countering the threat of rising socialism.


Despite such missions among the urban masses, the countryside remained the true locus of ‘Englishness’. England has always been defined by its landscape. The ‘scepter’d isle’ of John of Gaunt’s speech in Richard II is rural rather than urban: another Eden, a ‘fortress built by Nature for herself’. The idealised England of this period was characterised by extensive forests in which royalty and the nobility hunted game, dukes lived in exile and outlaws hid. And right at its centre, covering much of the county of Warwickshire, was the huge and ancient Forest of Arden, where Shakespeare grew up, which gave his mother her surname, and which is the nominal setting of As You Like It. The English landscape defines English poetry (from William Wordsworth’s ‘Daffodils’ to Edward Thomas’s ‘Adlestrop’), English painting (Constable and Turner) and English music (Elgar and Vaughan Williams). There are of course other, urban Englands, but the increasingly mythic rural one persists as an idea. Even as late as 1947, in the wake of a war characterised by the destruction of English cities by aerial bombardment, it seems inevitable that the first chapter of a book titled The Character of England (edited by Sir Ernest Barker) should consider ‘Land and People’, as if they were indivisible, and open with the description of a man lying on sheep-cropped downland in high summer. The chapter considers how man fits into this landscape, how he ‘has been deeply affected by the character of the small land-mass which time has made and he has called England’. Urban England is acknowledged, but it is seen as a comparatively recent development: ‘Towns came late to England and even then, in the Roman Province, not very successfully. In the fifteenth century sophisticated Italians mocked the English gentleman’s devotion to his own clods.’ The Industrial Revolution brought great change, but even in 1947 there ‘have not yet been many generations born in urban surroundings so deep that isolation from nature is almost complete’. The authors continue: ‘It is not that the worst towns lack their own startling beauties and a power to awaken the nostalgic devotion of their inhabitants. Yet we are, after all, one with our ancestors; and the inheritance from innumerable generations of lives spent in the closest contact with natural things is still within us. It is noticeable, for instance, that most poetic images still seem to well up from some store of non-urban, non-mechanical impressions, and wholly urban poetry is difficult to conceive.’


Poetry celebrating the modern bustling city had in fact been very much in vogue at the end of the nineteenth century, and after the Georgian interlude it had a revival in the Modernist period, so it was hardly inconceivable in 1947. However, the pastoral ‘tradition’ of English poetry proved enduring, and the location of A Shropshire Lad in a particular if largely imaginary English landscape was a major contribution to the book’s popularity and longevity.


Recent debates in Britain about education and immigration have often focused on ‘British’ or ‘English’ values, which those on either side of the argument seem hard put to define, preferring merely to flourish the notion like a flag. In 2012 the then Education Secretary, Michael Gove, decided that primary-school pupils should learn poetry by rote, a suggestion that many teachers felt was wholly retrograde and likely to put children off poetry altogether. When the issue was discussed on BBC Television’s Question Time, a member of the audience asked the panellists to recite a poem they had learned at school and explain how this had been ‘useful’ in their subsequent careers. The right-wing columnist and controversialist Peter Hitchens was the only panellist prepared to answer the challenge directly. He recited Housman’s ‘Into my heart an air that kills’, and went on to argue that to have such poems in one’s head was spiritually enriching: ‘I feel very sorry for anyone who hasn’t had a chance to learn them. Of course people need these things, and what’s more they’re a profound part of being British. If you don’t know the literature and the poetry and the music of your own country, then you aren’t really fully conversant with its history or its character.’


This particular poem was perhaps an inevitable choice for someone of Hitchens’ generation (he was born in 1951) both to recite and to take as representing part of what it meant to be British. Hitchens is not, however, alone in valuing Housman for his English qualities, as the assessment by Ted Hughes at the head of this chapter testifies. Hughes’s fellow poet Charles Causley described Housman as a ‘peculiarly “English” poet [and] undoubtedly one of our finest lyricists’. William Hayes, the Irish physicist who served as president of Housman’s Oxford college from 1987 to 2001, suggested that ‘the Englishness of Housman’s poetry is something which in the century has been approached only by Thomas Hardy and Philip Larkin, both warm admirers of his genius. The long-standing tradition of English poets who have drawn from all that is rich in the English landscape and tradition is recapitulated and carried forward in his poetry.’ For the writer and politician Roy Hattersley, ‘A Shropshire Lad is a great statement of English rural life and the nostalgia for our Arcadian past.’


Housman’s determination that A Shropshire Lad should be both affordable and portable meant that people could take it with them when they set off to defend England and Englishness on those occasions the country came under threat. The book fitted very neatly into the pockets of military uniforms in both world wars. When the grandfather of the writer Salley Vickers set off for the trenches in 1916, his wife gave him a copy of A Shropshire Lad so that he could, as she put it, carry ‘a piece of England’ in his breast pocket. She also gave him a cigarette case inscribed with a line from Shakespeare’s Sonnet XCVII: ‘And thou away, the very birds are mute’. The cigarette case was returned to her after he was killed in action, but not the book. She therefore bought another copy to give to her son, who had been only a few weeks old when his father left for the front. When it was his turn to march away to his own war, Vickers’ father gave this copy to his new wife, telling her that if, like his father before him, he failed to return, he wanted her to have the book as a remembrance of them both. He knew most of the poems, and those of Edward Thomas, by heart and so carried them in his head rather than his pocket. This proved essential when, captured shortly before Dunkirk, he entered a German prisoner-of-war camp, where he would spend the rest of the war. To while away the time, inmates gave each other lessons; he taught modern poetry, with a particular emphasis on Housman and Thomas, both of whom kept alive his memories of the English countryside he so loved.


If men such as this felt that they were carrying England in their pockets and in their hearts, what was this England, and how did Housman’s poetry come to represent it? Why is it that for many people ‘England’ has always meant an unspoilt rural landscape rather than the ever-changing urban world in which most English people live? What was the ‘England’ for which people fought in two world wars? Why were English composers at the beginning of the twentieth century so drawn to traditional folk song, and why did pastoral become the defining idiom, creating a national music that avoided being nationalistic? And why do these poems continue to attract composers, both classical and popular? What was it about this little book of sixty-three poems that appealed to people, and continues all these years later to appeal to people, and how did Housman come to write it?


‘Housman Country’ is very much more than a tourist-board notion, and in this book I go in search of a landscape that is not merely geographical, but also literary, musical, emotional, even, in the broadest sense, spiritual. In terms of accurate topographical measurements, the real Shropshire is not quite at the heart of England, but it is close. Much the same might be said of A Shropshire Lad, which has over the years embodied a notion of England’s land and character. Although people have used the book, so rich in allusions to real places, as a kind of guidebook to a specific English region, it could more accurately be described as a gazetteer of the English heart.




II


THE MAN AND HIS BOOK






Some men are better than their books, but my books are better than their man.


A.E. Housman, 13 September 1933








To anyone taking the air on Hampstead Heath in 1895, he would have been a familiar figure: a determinedly solitary man in his mid-thirties, walking energetically, apparently absorbed in his own thoughts. Slight in build (he had been nicknamed ‘Mouse’ at school), neatly and formally dressed, his unusually small feet clad in elastic-sided boots, he would not have made much impression except for the fact that he was so often there. Anyone passing him might have taken him for a clerk, which had until recently been his job, though others might have detected something faintly military in his bearing.


Hampstead Heath, some 790 acres of common land, was at that time an expanse of more or less wild English countryside, consisting of open spaces, woods and ponds, on what was then the northern fringe of London. It had long been a popular destination for Londoners in search of fresh air and healthy recreation, and from its highest point it commanded clear views right across the capital. It had strong poetic associations: Keats had lived in Hampstead, Coleridge in nearby Highgate, and the two men had first met while out walking in April 1819, introduced by a mutual friend. Talking non-stop, they had spent some two hours in each other’s company, walking at Coleridge’s ‘alderman-after dinner pace for near two miles’. When they parted, Keats went a little way before running back and saying: ‘Let me carry away the memory, Coleridge, of having pressed your hand!’ For his part, Coleridge carried away with him intimations of mortality, remarking to his companion after Keats had gone, ‘There is death in that hand.’ Amongst many other things, their conversation covered the topic of nightingales, and shortly afterwards, while listening to a bird in his Hampstead garden, Keats wrote his celebrated ode.


The solitary figure walking there some seventy-six years later was also a poet, though he would not have stated this as his occupation and had not yet published a volume of his verse. When he did so the following year, some thought his poems more Classical than Romantic – having relinquished the life of a clerk, A.E. Housman was now earning his livelihood as a professor of Latin – but, like those of Keats, the poems were much concerned with death and the natural world. Housman lived at 17 North Road, Highgate in a house called Byron Cottage, named not after Keats’s fellow Romantic but, rather more prosaically, after a governor at a local school. It was about midway between the Heath and Highgate Wood, which had been Housman’s favourite haunt until the previous year. Highgate Wood was 70 acres of ancient woodland, a remnant of the vast Forest of Middlesex that covered much of what is now London, as well as parts of Hertfordshire and Essex. The wood had become the property of the Mayor and Commonality and the Citizens of the City of London in 1886, the year Housman had come to live in Highgate. A country boy, Housman had particularly valued the sense one had while walking in this untamed wood of being insulated from the surrounding late-Victorian urban sprawl, and he was not at all pleased when the authorities began tidying it up. In 1894 he wrote a letter to the Standard newspaper, which published it on 14 March. Before the wood was acquired for Londoners, he wrote, it was






in a very sad state. So thickly was it overgrown with brushwood, that if you stood in the centre you could not see the linen of the inhabitants of Archway-road hanging to dry in their back gardens. Nor could you see the advertisement for Juggins’ stout and porter which surmounts the front of the public house at the south corner of the Wood […] Scarlet flannel petticoats are much worn in Archway-road, and if anyone desires to feast his eyes on these very bright and picturesque objects, so seldom seen in the streets, let him repair to the centre of Highgate Wood.








Trees had also been felled on the north side of the wood, he continued, which meant that people would ‘soon be able to look at the railway when they are tired of porter and petticoats’. It appeared, however, that the authorities still had work to do: ‘there are a number of new red-brick houses on the east side of the Wood, and I regret to say that I observe no clearing of timber in that direction. Surely, Sir, a man who stands in the centre of the Wood, and knows that there are new red-brick houses to the east of him, will not be happy until he sees them.’ Walks screened from railway lines, red-brick villas, scarlet petticoats and adverts for stout were what the correspondent needed in order to write his poetry, in which the contrast between country and urban living was a principal theme.


The letter also suggests Housman’s customary mode of discourse, the ironic wit that characterises his correspondence and which he employed most savagely when discussing in print the editorial endeavours of his fellow classicists. Irony was equally a feature of his poetry, sometimes biting, sometimes rueful, the perhaps inevitable strategy of someone who had at an early age seen God’s works clearly and found them wanting. It was this that made A.E. Housman seem modern as a poet, even while the verse forms he employed were very traditional. If not a Modernist – not for him the free-verse experiments of T.S. Eliot or Ezra Pound – he was nevertheless, thought Louis MacNeice, the poet ‘with whom any history of modern English poetry might very well start’. Indeed, Housman was where MacNeice proposed starting a critical book titled Modern Poetry, which the Oxford University Press commissioned him to write in 1937.


Although A Shropshire Lad was published in the final decade of the Victorian era, Housman agreed that the book was a chronological anomaly. When asked by A.J.A. Symons for permission to include some of the poems in A Book of Nineties Verse, Housman issued through his publisher the customary refusal he gave to anthologists, but mischievously added that Symons ‘may be consoled, and also amused, if you tell him that to include me in an anthology of the Nineties would be just as technically correct, and just as essentially inappropriate, as to include Lot in a book on Sodomites’. Janus-like, Housman looked back to the traditional prosody and verse forms of Victorian poetry and forward to a modern world in which irony and stoicism had replaced the long-standing consolations of the Christian faith. In this, as in much else, he resembled Thomas Hardy, another writer who straddled the Victorian and modern ages.


When A Shropshire Lad first appeared in 1896 its author was completely unknown outside academic circles. Over a century later, the book and the man are so much of a piece that we find it difficult to separate them one from the other, much as Housman would have liked us to. In addition, we now know a great deal about the author and about what led him to write his poems, so we have to imagine ourselves back to a time when it was the poems alone that caught the reading public’s imagination. Housman’s original intention had been to publish the volume anonymously under the title Poems by Terence Hearsay. It has been suggested that Housman borrowed ‘Terence’ from the Latin playwright who, brought from North Africa to Rome as a slave, had spent his life in exile from his homeland, a major theme of A Shropshire Lad. ‘Hearsay’ sounds like the surname of a Shakespearean rustic, while also suggesting something unsubstantiated, or even proverbial, perhaps evoking folk memories. Fortunately, the one friend to whom Housman showed the poems before submitting them for publication, his Oxford contemporary A.W. Pollard, suggested changing the title to what now seems the only possible one. The sole traces of Housman’s original intention are that ‘Terence’ is the author to whom a friend complains in the book’s penultimate poem, ‘Terence, this is stupid stuff’, and the person who is told to ‘look your last on me’ by one of the collection’s rural criminals in ‘Farewell to barn and stack and tree’ (VII). This imaginary author of the poems has otherwise disappeared from the book – if indeed he was ever a real presence there.


Even Housman’s name on the paper label pasted on the book’s spine would have meant nothing to readers who did not already know the author in his academic guise. No biographical information was provided, as it would be today, and this is exactly as Housman would have wished. In the days before mass communication, professional publicists and the eternal round of literary festivals, the only way most readers met a writer was on the page. Some months after A Shropshire Lad was published a bare outline of Housman’s life was printed in the Bookman magazine’s ‘New Writers’ section, but this focused principally upon his work as a classical scholar. Even when the book began to achieve widespread popularity, Housman deflected any attempts to elicit information about its author.


1


The Man


‘Housman is one of my heroes and always has been,’ the American poet John Berryman once said. ‘He was a detestable and miserable man. Arrogant, unspeakably lonely, cruel, and so on, but an absolutely marvellous minor poet, I think, and a great scholar.’ Berryman had never in fact met Housman, but he was not alone in loving the work at the same time as deploring the character of the man who wrote it. Housman’s natural reticence and solitary habits, his apparent failure to form any satisfactory emotional attachment, his devotion to the drier aspects of classical scholarship, and his habit of brusquely rebuffing those who complimented him or asked him about his poetry, have led to descriptions of him as (amongst other things) austere, unapproachable, aloof, taciturn, arrogant, rude, bitter, morbid, self-pitying, even ‘self-loathing’. Those who knew Housman well, however, insisted he could also be clubbable, amusing, and a good conversationalist. The merciless critic who noted down caustic comments as they came to him, with blanks left where names could be filled in when the public occasion arose, was also capable of great kindness and generosity. The scholar whose rooms in Whewell’s Court at Trinity struck visitors as self-punishingly uncomfortable and cheerless also relished good food and fine wines and would never miss his college’s New Year’s Eve feast of oysters and stout. The man who knew that he was not only judged the finest classical scholar of his generation but also a poet whose verses were appreciated by thousands of ordinary readers appeared to have a horror of being praised to his face and fastidiously turned down every academic and other honour offered to him, including in 1929 the Order of Merit, and the post of Poet Laureate the following year.


For all the reports of Housman’s moroseness, the wife of his brother Basil remembered a much more light-hearted figure. ‘He always seemed to enjoy things and be happy,’ she recalled. ‘I have known him and Basil laugh until they cried.’ This is the Housman who wrote genuinely funny nonsense poetry and boasted that he was responsible for introducing the comic jazz-age fiction of Anita Loos to England. The notion of the supposedly dour and misogynistic Housman enjoying the gold-digging hi-jinks of Lorelei Lee seems unlikely, but he nevertheless insisted: ‘I read Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, and told my Cambridge friends about it, and before I knew it everyone in the University was reading it, and thereafter the delightful work became popular throughout England.’


Even those who saw Housman regularly could find themselves in two minds about him. A.C. Benson, a fellow member of a small private dining club in Cambridge called The Family, wrote several entries about Housman in his voluminous diaries. In his biography of Housman, Norman Page traces Benson’s fluctuating opinions of his colleague, at one moment judged ‘very pleasant … very friendly and companionable’, at another someone who ‘sits prim and grim, and casts a chill over the table’. It would seem that Housman’s mood was as changeable as the company in which he found himself, and Benson conceded that, although ‘shy and formal in manner’, he relaxed as he ‘warmed up’. Not that Benson much cared for this warmed-up version: ‘as he got easier he got vulgar’. This appears to be a coded reference to Housman’s taste for risqué stories, which the overly fastidious Benson found ‘not funny, only abominable’.


Attempts to explain the apparent contradictions in Housman’s character began as soon as he was dead. The obituary in The Times (to which it is thought Benson at the very least contributed) was more or less constructed around antitheses:






He was a good raconteur, of the pithy and caustic order, and was by no means averse to gossip, nor incurious of the vagaries of human nature. He would sometimes surprise a party by a long quotation, made with rhetorical emphasis and gesture. But on occasions he would be so unapproachable as to diffuse a frost, and shroud himself in impenetrable reserve. He spoke freely of his views and prejudices, which were of an aristocratic and even contemptuous order, but he was most reticent about his experiences.


Housman very seldom betrayed in public any of the passionate emotion which often slips through the fence of his verse, and appeared of all men least tolerant of sentiment. In fact, in his attitude to life, there seemed something baffled and even shrinking, as though he feared criticism and emotion alike more than he relished experience. But he could not be called fastidious so much as impatient of conventions and stupidities. He valued confidence, but held back from intimate relations, and seemed to prefer isolation to giving himself away.








The artist William Rothenstein recognised that ‘underneath the dry asperity lay an odd affectionateness’. Rothenstein had long experience of this since Housman never tired of telling him gleefully how much he disliked his portraits of him. Housman’s habit of sharp teasing is evidence of this combination of asperity and affection. Teasing is a very English way of showing affection without being too obvious about it, mockery deflecting attention from anything as embarrassing or incriminating as a declaration of fondness, and this was Housman’s customary tactic in his correspondence, particularly in letters to those such as Rothenstein and his wife, whom he genuinely liked and counted as friends. Cordiality rather than true intimacy characterised Housman’s relationships with such people. Congenial company rather than exchanged confidences was what he apparently sought in a friendship, and, although he could express heartfelt sympathy when people were ill, bereaved, or otherwise in trouble, most of his letters to friends and family tend to be funny at their or his expense.


The author and his publisher


Irony, deployed with varying degrees of gentleness, is also a way of expressing dissatisfaction without (supposedly) causing hurt or offence, and so proved particularly useful to Housman in his dealings with his publisher, of whom he appears to have been genuinely fond but frequently found exasperating – a not uncommon sentiment among authors. However much publishing has traditionally been touted (mostly by publishers themselves) as a gentlemanly trade in which the signing of contracts and payment of royalties are regrettable commercial incursions into the otherwise convivial relationship between editor and author, most writers maintain a sensible distance between themselves and the people responsible for bringing them into print and keeping them there. In Housman’s case, these protective boundaries soon dissolved, and on several occasions the customary financial arrangements between author and publisher became reversed.


Of Housman’s enduring friendships, the one with Grant Richards is the most fully documented. Richards appears to have kept almost every letter he received from Housman and made these the basis of his 1941 memoir, Housman 1897–1936. Although Richards could be obtuse, and was careful to skate around potentially difficult episodes to do with finance and sexuality, his portrait of Housman nevertheless remains one of the best we have, based as it was on a personal and professional relationship lasting almost forty years. It was a relationship that showed Housman to his best advantage: meticulous, funny, patient, generous and loyal.


Housman’s very first letter to Richards, who had expressed an interest in taking over the unsold copies of the first edition of A Shropshire Lad and issuing a second one, set the tone for all future correspondence. ‘I suppose no author is averse to see his works in a second edition, or slow to take advantage of an infatuated publisher,’ he wrote, ‘and it is impossible not to be touched by the engaging form which your infatuation takes.’ He then went on to warn Richards that even if he paid no royalty he would most likely end up out of pocket. Housman would also ‘have to ask Kegan Paul if their feelings would be lacerated by the transfer. I do not think very much of them as men of business, but their manager has been nice to me and takes a sentimental interest in the book, like you.’ He ended the letter: ‘At the present moment I can think of nothing else to damp your ardour.’ Housman was clearly pleased that publishers liked his poems, but was careful to employ irony – ‘infatuated’, ‘lacerated’, ‘sentimental’, ‘ardour’ – in order not to appear too pleased or to lay himself open to accusations of taking commercial flattery too seriously.


Having come to terms, Housman wrote that ‘after the book is set up I should like to have the sheets to correct, as I don’t trust printers or proof-readers in the matter of punctuation’. He was right not to do so, and many of his letters contain wholly justified complaints about misprints, which regularly occurred in new editions of A Shropshire Lad. Richards’s second edition (1898) was particularly corrupt, and when the publisher proposed a subsequent pocket edition of the book, Housman wrote: ‘I should like to correct the proofs and to have them printed as I correct them. Last time some one played games with the punctuation’ – games that resulted in forty alterations of punctuation (‘30 additions, 8 substitutions, and 2 deletions’), three changes of spelling, some missing letters and the alternate lines of one poem losing their indentation. In spite of Housman’s corrections, misprints continued to appear. ‘I enclose a copy of our joint work,’ he wrote in 1904, sending Richards a marked-up copy of the fifth edition of the poems. ‘The results of your collaboration are noted on pages 4, 22, 45, 55, 71, 77, 78, 92, 116.’


Housman was also displeased that, without consulting him, Richards had included this edition in a series titled ‘The Smaller Classics’; it was, he said, ‘unbecoming that the work of a living writer should appear under such a title’, and he took the opportunity to remove it from the imprint two years later. He went on to tell Richards ‘how atrociously you behaved in ever including the book in the series, and how glad I am to have the chance of stopping the scandal’, but characteristically followed this scolding by expressing the hope that he and Richards might be able to meet up in Paris the following week. What Housman would call ‘the atrocious production of 1904’ would thereafter be held up as the low point in Richards’s publications, although the publisher’s editions of Housman’s classical works gave further opportunity for ‘the usual blunders – numerals wrong, letters upside-down, stops missing, and so on’. Things had not much improved by the time Last Poems appeared. In a prefatory note, Housman explained that he was publishing the book ‘while I am here to see it through the press and control its spelling and punctuation’; against this in his own copy he wrote ‘Vain hope!’


Richards was a man of wide literary sympathies and considerable charm, who shared Housman’s enthusiasm for travel, good food and fine wines. The two men often met to lunch or dine in London and made regular gastronomic tours of France together, Housman courageously becoming one of the first people to take frequent advantage of newly introduced and occasionally hazardous commercial aeroplane flights to the Continent. Housman also much enjoyed visiting churches and cathedrals, for architectural rather than religious reasons, but this was an enthusiasm Richards did not share, confessing that he was more likely to remember a good lunch than a noble building. Nevertheless, as far as he was fond of anyone outside his family, Housman was fond of Richards; he even took an interest in the publisher’s wife and children, occasionally joining them on holidays and becoming a regular visitor to their succession of homes in the country.


In his trade Richards was a maverick, skilled at both publishing books and publicising them, notably in a column he wrote for the Times Literary Supplement. He also hit upon the novel idea of printing in advertisements extracts from unfavourable reviews of books he knew to be controversial, such as Alec Waugh’s outspoken public-school novel, The Loom of Youth (1917). He published both highbrow and popular books, from George Bernard Shaw and James Joyce to Warwick Deeping and Thomas Burke, the author of Limehouse Nights (1916). Alongside commercially successful anthologies and travel guides, his list included books that would become twentieth-century classics, such as Samuel Butler’s The Way of All Flesh (1902) and Robert Tressell’s The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists (1914), as well as such representatives of the avant-garde as Osbert and Sacheverell Sitwell and (at the author’s expense) Ronald Firbank.


Unfortunately, while Richards took commendable literary risks, he sometimes did so without the wherewithal to support his boldness, and he was first declared bankrupt in 1905. Housman sent a letter of sympathy in which he said he would presumably have to find another publisher for his edition of Juvenal’s satires – by which he meant someone whom he would pay to produce the book. He added that he was content to leave A Shropshire Lad where it was, which turned out to be with E. Grant Richards, since Richards relaunched the firm under his wife’s name. He was officially ‘manager’ of the new company, but neither his role nor his financial mismanagement appreciably altered.


By 1908, although still paying off creditors, he took the publishing house back into his own name, and it appeared to prosper, the steadily increasing sales of Housman’s royalty-free volume no doubt helping to keep the company stable. By December 1920, however, Richards was once again in difficulties, and Housman wrote him a cheque for £500. (To put this amount in perspective, it represented half the annual salary he was at that time receiving as Kennedy Professor of Latin at Cambridge.) ‘I hope this will be some good,’ he wrote after explaining that claims upon him from ‘other friends’ prevented him from lending more: ‘I am not losing interest, as I always keep in my current account enough money to flee the country with’ – the joke clearly intended to dispel any embarrassment Richards might be feeling and to forestall too fulsome an expression of gratitude. As Housman no doubt realised, the chances of reclaiming this money were slight, and ten months later Richards (clearly unembarrassed) applied for a further loan. Housman gently rejected the appeal, explaining that in addition to the £500 he had already given Richards he had other outstanding loans amounting to £600, half of which he did not expect to get back. ‘Naturally, your troubles make me unhappy,’ he wrote, ‘and I hope you will not increase them by vexing yourself about repaying the £500. I shall never think of it.’


A week later, Housman sent Richards another £300, explaining that one of his loans had just been repaid. This at least helped keep the firm afloat and able to publish Last Poems, but Housman had begun to suspect that Richards was not passing on American royalties, and so in January 1924 he arranged for them to be sent to him directly. He was sufficiently put out to cease corresponding with Richards personally, only writing letters to the firm. This froideur persisted throughout much of the year, and when Housman did again write to Richards directly, on 1 October, about Lovat Fraser’s proposed illustrations for A Shropshire Lad, he added: ‘As matters stand it would cause me embarrassment to stay or dine with you.’ A month later relations had thawed sufficiently for Housman to mention the excellence of some sherry Richards had sent him two years before.


The friendship was restored, but in 1926 Richards filed for bankruptcy a second time. The receiver informed Housman that he was due £5 12s 3d for recent sales of his editions of Manilius and Juvenal and for royalties on Last Poems. In fact, Housman had received no money for a very long time: in addition to this small sum, he was also owed £1014 11s 8d for sales and royalties going back to 1921. At this point, Housman finally took steps to protect his interests by consulting a solicitor; he also decided that in future he would ‘exact’ (as he put it) royalties on A Shropshire Lad. Even so, he seemed to bear no grudge and the following year he and Richards met up in Paris and spent a happy fortnight ‘eating and drinking our way to Dijon’.


When news of Richards’s difficulties became public, Housman had been approached by at least one other publisher, but he later said that moving elsewhere would have been a bother. This may have been true, but in spite of considerable provocation Housman remained steadfastly loyal to Richards. As Laurence Housman wrote, although his brother could be very severe about defects of scholarship, he was more forgiving of moral failings: ‘Even deflections from rectitude which he would not have tolerated in himself, caused no withdrawal of aid when once it had been proffered; and in a case known to me, conduct which he described as “nefarious” did not alter relations of real personal friendship between him and the offender, though the offence was to himself.’


What have you in your heart?


Richards was clearly one of those few people with whom Housman felt he could relax, even to the point of making sly allusions to such topics as sodomy and bains de vapeur. That said, Richards was at pains in his vivid memoir of Housman to refute all hints of possible homosexuality, or anything that ‘puts a stigma on Housman’s reputation that is entirely unwarranted’. In spite of the language he uses, Richards was a man of the world who had books on his list (by Alec Waugh and Ronald Firbank, for example) in which overt homosexuality, both male and female, provided a principal theme. It is unclear why he should be so vehement, unless he thought that what he called ‘a distorted nature discovered through the medium of his poems’ would alienate potential readers from Housman’s popular and (to his publisher) highly lucrative publications. When he asserted that ‘There is no single thing that I observed in my forty years of association with [Housman] that cannot be told openly,’ he was either being uncharacteristically naïve or unwittingly providing evidence that even those who believed they knew Housman well were not given access to his most private feelings and beliefs. As Laurence Housman wrote, his brother was ‘a shy, proud and reticent character; even to his intimates he was provokingly reserved, finding, I think, a certain pleasure in baffling injudicious curiosity’. This captures Housman well: a genuine reserve that sometimes resulted in rudeness but often manifested itself as a mischievous refusal to be drawn.


Laurence also drew attention to one of the jottings it was Housman’s habit to make in books he was reading. In The Seven Pillars of Wisdom, T.E. Lawrence had written of himself:






There was my craving to be liked – so strong and nervous that never could I open myself friendly to another. The terror of failure in an effort so important made me shrink from trying; besides, there was the standard; for intimacy seemed shameful unless the other could make the perfect reply, in the same language, after the same method, for the same reasons.


There was a craving to be famous; and a horror of being known to like being known. Contempt for my passion for distinction made me refuse every offered honour …








In his own copy of the book Housman had written in the margin: ‘This is me.’ It is symptomatic of Housman’s oblique methods of self-revelation that he should state what made him the man that he was in such a lapidary form, and not directly but by referring to someone else’s self-analysis.


Given the strain such conflicting feelings must have placed on Housman, it is scarcely surprising that Laurence should write of his brother: ‘He was not a man of happy disposition.’ This is not, however, to say that Housman had rejected happiness as a human ideal or considered it not worth pursuing. In the Introductory Lecture he delivered at University College, London, in October 1892, he had gone so far as to assert: ‘Our business here is not to live, but to live happily.’ The context for this was Housman’s rejection of the social theorist Herbert Spencer’s utilitarian concept of education. ‘We may seem to be occupied, as Mr Spencer says, in the production, preparation and distribution of commodities,’ he continued, ‘but our true occupation is to manufacture from the raw material of life the fabric of happiness; and if we are ever to set about our work we must make up our minds to risk something.’ Laurence went on to write that in spite of not having a happy disposition, his brother ‘extracted from life a good deal of melancholy satisfaction suited to his temperament; and though he smiled at life somewhat wryly, he did manage to smile’.


That wry smile and that melancholy satisfaction were characteristic of both the man and his poetry. It was, however, the apparent differences between the man and the poet that struck many people. His friend Percy Withers referred to aspects of Housman’s character that were ‘implicit in his poetry’ but absolutely ‘hidden in his person’, while the playwright George Calderon, introduced to Housman by William Rothenstein in around 1901, commented: ‘Well, William, so far from believing that man wrote The Shropshire Lad [sic] I shouldn’t even have thought him capable of reading it!’ Rothenstein agreed that Housman ‘neither looked nor talked like a poet’, and Max Beerbohm memorably likened his appearance to that of ‘an absconding cashier’. Rothenstein felt that Housman ‘prided himself’ on his unpoetic appearance: ‘he was grim and dry and seemed to disdain the artist in himself, to be contemptuous of temperament.’ Housman clearly did not disdain the artist in himself, but he kept that part of his personality private. In some cases – Oscar Wilde being an obvious example – the man and the writer are all of a piece, but this isn’t always the case. W.H. Auden’s biographer Edward Mendelson makes a point that is perhaps applicable to many writers, but to Housman in particular: the author of the poetry was someone his friends ‘had never met – not the man they joked with over dinner, but the poet who worked alone in a study “more private than a bedroom even”, behind a closed door that no one but he was allowed to open’. Housman’s door was more firmly closed than most, and for good reason.


That door opened a crack in the poetry in a way it rarely did in the man. The true test of poetry for Housman was not how it stood up to scholarly analysis, but the immediate response it produced in the reader. This response, he notoriously claimed in a lecture given late in his life, was ‘more physical than intellectual’. He told his audience that when once asked by an American reader to define poetry, he had ‘replied that I could no more define poetry than a terrier can define a rat, but that I thought we both recognized the object by the symptoms it provokes in us’. Poetry, he said, should make one’s hair stand on end; it should cause shivers down the spine, a tightening of the throat, tears. This, clearly, is a populist definition, and – to Housman’s great satisfaction – it did not please everyone in his audience, which was largely academic. It was particularly striking that this advocacy of an emotional and visible reaction to poetry should be made by someone who appeared, even by the standards of his well-tailored era, rigorously buttoned-up.


Housman did occasionally, and very effectively, let his carefully maintained self-restraint slip. Shortly after his death, one of his students recalled one such occasion in May 1914, ‘when the trees in Cambridge were covered in blossom’. Having dissected Horace’s ode Diffugere nives, redeunt iam gramina campis ‘with the usual display of brilliance, wit and sarcasm’, Housman ended his class on a wholly unexpected note:






… for the first time in two years he looked up at us, and in a quite different voice said: ‘I should like to spend the last few minutes considering this ode simply as poetry.’ Our previous experience of Professor Housman would have made us sure that he would regard such a proceeding as beneath contempt. He read the ode aloud with deep emotion, first in Latin and then in an English translation of his own. ‘That,’ he said hurriedly, almost like a man betraying a secret, ‘I regard as the most beautiful poem in ancient literature,’ and walked quickly out of the room. A scholar of Trinity (since killed in the War), who walked with me to our next lecture, expressed in undergraduate style our feeling that we had seen something not really meant for us. ‘I felt quite uncomfortable,’ he said. ‘I was afraid the old fellow was going to cry.’








The poem, in other words, had done just what Housman felt poetry ought to do.


On another occasion, two years before his death, Housman was visited in his rooms at Trinity by his brother Laurence. Seeing a photograph of a man hanging over the fireplace, Laurence asked the identity of the sitter. ‘In a strangely moved voice he answered, “That was my friend Jackson, the man who had more influence on my life than anyone else.”’ As with the brief comment on Horace’s ode, Housman’s voice and manner betrayed a struggle between saying too little and saying too much, something that provides a creative tension in his poems. Laurence went on to remark: ‘Only those who knew how impenetrable was my brother’s reticence over personal matters, will understand how astonished I was that he should have told me that. Why did he tell me anything more than the name, unless he wished me to know?’ But what precisely was Housman telling his brother? What was it that he wished him to know? Even more telling, perhaps, was the fact that the face in the photograph, that of someone who was so important in his brother’s life, was one that Laurence had never seen before, or at any rate failed now to recognise. As with his emotions, so with people: Housman liked to keep things compartmentalised.


Housman evidently believed that a writer’s work should stand and be judged on its own merits without any reference to the life of the person who wrote it. In his own case, that person was, first and foremost, the leading classical scholar of his generation, and Housman frequently referred to this work as his ‘trade’, with the suggestion that poetry was a sideline. The notion of the gentleman amateur is distinctly English, with a long tradition of people proving highly skilled at, and often leading the field in, occupations for which they have received no specific training. One thinks of John Vanbrugh, arguably the greatest English architect of his age, who drew up plans for Castle Howard with no previous experience of technical draughtsmanship; John Constable and J.M.W. Turner, who rose to similar eminence as painters without attending an art school or serving an apprenticeship; the great naturalist, Gilbert White, one in a long line of English clergymen who contributed to the arts and sciences when not writing sermons or taking church services; Gertrude Jekyll, who trained as a painter and turned to horticulture only after her eyesight began to fail, becoming nevertheless the doyenne of Edwardian gardening. A similar strand in English literature was noted by James Sutherland, writing in 1947 in Ernest Barker’s The Character of England: ‘The English poet is rarely a bard or a seer, rarely even a professional poet; his poetry, as often as not, is the product of such leisure hours as fall to the lot of a civil servant, or a parish priest, or a country doctor. This noble English tradition of business in the daytime and poetry at night goes back to Chaucer’ – who became the father of English literature while earning his living as a civil administrator and diplomat. Housman saw himself as an amateur poet in both its original meaning of someone who does something out of love for it, and its more usual one of someone who does it for no financial reward, as exemplified by his paying for the first edition of A Shropshire Lad and refusing for many years to take a royalty on commercially published editions of the book.


None of this is to suggest that Housman did not take his poetry seriously or indeed have a proper appreciation of its worth. At some private level his poetry was clearly as important to Housman as his scholarly editions of classical writers, but this was not something he wanted to acknowledge publicly: his unexpected display of emotion when reading aloud to his students Diffugere nives and his own translation of it, marks a point at which the poet and scholar, the private and public man, met – and almost undid him. While working on the fifth and final volume of his edition of Manilius, he told Percy Withers: ‘It ought to be out in a year’s time, and then I shall have done what I came on earth to do, and can devote the rest of my days to religious meditation.’ As so often, Housman deflects attention from what he is saying, as well as any accusations of sententiousness, with a joke; but the serious point remains. It could be taken to mean that what Housman was put on earth to do was to be a classical scholar, but he had also by this time published his second and, as he hoped, ‘Last’ volume of poems. When he added ‘THE END’ to the final page of that book, he meant it, and he wrote almost no poems thereafter.


The many disappointed accounts of what it was like to meet Housman, and attempts by those who did so to reconcile the man and the poet, overlook one essential thing. At the time he was writing A Shropshire Lad, Housman was not the prickly old don people encountered at Cambridge during his years of fame, but a comparatively young man in his mid-thirties. The best-known likeness we have of him is a drawing by Francis Dodd dated July 1926, commissioned by St John’s College, Oxford, to mark Housman’s election as an Honorary Fellow of his alma mater. Laurence Housman, who used it as the frontispiece for the posthumously published More Poems, described it as ‘the best portrait of my brother that has ever been done’, but it was drawn more than three decades after the publication of A Shropshire Lad. Dressed in a lightweight three-piece suit worn over a wing-collared shirt and tie, and looking more or less at ease, Housman sits on a wooden-framed chair with a rush seat, his hands resting on his thighs. The sketched-in background reveals some ghostly bookcases behind his left shoulder and a sofa piled with more books to his right. His head is turned towards the portraitist, but he is not looking directly at the viewer, and his eyes have a faraway gaze. The bristling eyebrows are still dark, but the hair is grey and parted in the centre into two neat wings, while the moustache is white and luxuriant, curving down around the mouth. This portrait shows Housman as he was at the time: a distinguished Classics don in his late sixties – though Housman himself considered it ‘very unlike’. Familiar and often reproduced though the image is (it currently adorns the wrappers of the Housman Society Journal), it is no more the face of the man who wrote A Shropshire Lad than is the photograph taken by E.O. Hoppé in 1911, which has also been widely reproduced – on the cover of the 1988 Penguin edition of Housman’s Collected Poems and Selected Prose, for example. In this photograph, of which the subject did not possess a copy and which he claimed was taken merely ‘to oblige the artist, as he called himself and perhaps was’, Housman looks considerably older than his fifty-two years. He rests his face upon his left hand, as if in deep and melancholy contemplation, and these features stand out against the sombre background and the dark suit he is wearing. Similarly, the famous descriptions of Housman looking like ‘an undertaker’s mute’ (Richard Middleton) or as if he were ‘descended from a long line of maiden aunts’ (A.C. Benson: look who’s talking) were made when Housman had settled into donnish middle age and are more notable for their wit than their accuracy.


We need to banish these well-known images from our mind when we think of A Shropshire Lad, replacing them with the carte de visite photograph taken by Henry Van der Weyde in around 1894. The exact date of this photograph has been variously guessed and does not much matter, but Laurence in his memoir A.E.H. states that it depicts Housman ‘aged 35’. The subject is recognisably the same man as in the later representations, but when we look at it we are usefully reminded that the unhappiness Housman confronts in the poems is that of someone who had not long left his youth behind him. The face, caught almost in profile, is an unexpectedly attractive one, with deep-set eyes and a beautifully straight nose – markedly different from the rather commonplace half-profile he presents to the world in a photograph taken when he was eighteen, before the advent of what he called ‘the great and real troubles of my early manhood’. In that portrait he appears unformed, not yet grown into himself – or indeed into the roomy blazer he is wearing. By 1894, however, his face appears notably sensitive, something the full moustache seems designed, but fails entirely, to mask. The ears lie at an unusual backwards angle against the head, away from elegantly narrow sideburns. The hair is immaculate: cut short at the back and sides, parted in the centre, and glossy with pomade. Is it what we now know about Housman’s life that makes this carte seem like the sort of photograph someone might give to his mother as he set off to fight in a war he did not expect to survive? Or perhaps it is merely the face of a man to whom the worst has already happened, and who has accommodated that worst without it solidifying his features into grim resignation, as in the Hoppé photograph. Whatever the case, there is something deeply moving about this image, something that relates to the poems of A Shropshire Lad in a way no other image does. It is also worth noting that when Housman was asked by friends and admirers to send them a copy of his likeness, this was the photograph he always chose, and precisely for the reason that – as far as he could remember – it was taken ‘the year when I was beginning to write A Shropshire Lad’.


None of the surviving letters from this period mention that Housman was writing poems and assembling them for publication, and those who knew him must have been as surprised as the reading public was when A Shropshire Lad appeared as if from nowhere. ‘So, Alfred has a heart after all,’ one member of the family commented after reading the book. He had indeed, and had secretly lost it to someone who could not respond in kind. It was this, as he privately suggested after the publication of his second volume of poems, that had made him a poet. Whether or not it also contributed to his failing his finals at Oxford and thus derailing the career for which he seemed destined is unproven, but the two events certainly contributed to the ‘troubles’ of his early manhood. Those troubles also turned him from a skilled writer of occasional and comic verse into one of England’s best-loved lyric poets. And it is to them, and to Housman’s early years more generally, that we need to look in order to understand how he became the kind of poet – and indeed the kind of man – that he did. It was also his childhood and youth, later recalled as ‘the land of lost content’, that provided much of the emotional and physical background of A Shropshire Lad.


Far in a western brookland 1859–1876


Housman may have struck his later friends and colleagues as a solitary man, but it was not always so. His childhood was spent as part of a large family of seven children, and until their mother fell ill they appear to have had a happy and carefree time at Perry Hall. In 1818 J.N. Brewer’s The Beauties of England and Wales described Bromsgrove as a ‘large, but dirty place, full of shops and of manufacturers of nails, needles, and some sheeting and coarse linen’. By Housman’s time, however, Bromsgrove was a reasonably thriving Worcestershire town. Hiring fairs were held in the open-air marketplace just around the corner from Perry Hall; men waited patiently to find work, their prospective employers sometimes in competition with recruiting sergeants who urged the men to join the army instead. Housman would draw upon his memories of both activities when writing A Shropshire Lad. He walked past the market every day on his way to the nearby King Edward’s School, which he had entered in September 1870. He was a Foundation Scholar, as all the Housman boys would be (at one point bagging five of the twelve scholarships available), in a school where ‘all clever boys had to be classics’. This suited young Alfred very well since his interest in the ancient world had already been stimulated by J.E. Bode’s Ballads from Herodotus (1853), consisting of verse translations of the Greek author, and Lemprière’s Classical Dictionary (1788), which, as he later put it, ‘fell into my hands when I was eight [and] attached my affections to paganism’.


The garden at Perry Hall was almost two acres and largely screened from the house, providing the children with somewhere to pursue their interests free from adult supervision. It had three discrete areas: the ornamental garden, the kitchen garden, and a more or less abandoned area with some old fruit trees in it. Over the years seven chestnut trees had been planted, commemorating the birth of each of Edward and Sarah Jane’s children. The garden also contained, running alongside the lawn, the distinctly romantic remnants of the seventeenth-century house that had originally occupied the site: a stretch of red-brick wall with stone-mullioned windows, evoking a former time and other lives now vanished. This house had been replaced by a handsome building with tall Gothic windows, built in 1824 by Housman’s paternal great-uncle. Its imposing façade, thickly clad in ivy, gave Perry Hall a four-square appearance, but a range of offices, where Edward none too energetically conducted his solicitor’s business, was tacked on to one side. A solid, studded door opened on to a well-lit stone-flagged hall from which a large staircase rose to the floors above. This was in contrast to the back stairs; these served the domestic quarters and were ‘dark, twisted and steep, with no window but an opaque square, which drew up a glimmer of light from the kitchen below’. Laurence nevertheless described the house as ‘friendly’, as indeed it must have seemed, packed as it was with a family of nine, a governess, a nanny and a small retinue of servants.


‘Was there ever such an interesting family as we were?’ Housman once asked Laurence. ‘There were probably many,’ Laurence thought; ‘but none, I daresay, more interested in itself, when it stood compact and pugnaciously united – seven against the rest of the world. How we loved; how we hated; how we fought, divided, and were reconciled again! How we trained, and educated ourselves; and developed a taste in literature and in the writing of it, in which, until years later, our elders had no part, and with which school-hours had little to do.’ As befitted the eldest of the children, Alfred was the undisputed leader, both writing and directing the plays they staged for their parents, and organising literary competitions and other word-games. Some of these games were educational, and Laurence provides an enchanting image of the children, under Alfred’s instructions, forming a living orrery on the lawn:






I was the sun, my brother Basil the earth, Alfred was the moon. My part in the game was to stay where I was and rotate on my own 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 learned, and have ever since remembered, the primary relations of the sun, the earth, and the moon.








This childhood interest in astronomy eventually led to Housman’s principal work as a classical scholar, his edition of Manilius’s Astronomica. In the Introductory Lecture he delivered at University College, London, in 1892 he would describe astronomy as ‘a science which has not only fascinated the profoundest intellects but has also laid a strong hold on the popular imagination’, and – perhaps because he lost his religious faith – stars, planets and constellations would also figure in his poetry in astrological aspects derived from the Classics, shaping the fate of men.


Housman had been brought up a devout Christian. Both his parents were the children of clergymen and the household was a conventionally religious one, summoned to the dining room every morning for family prayers before breakfast. The bells of the church of St John the Baptist, which with its tall steeple rose opposite and above Perry Hall on a small but commanding hill, called the family to morning and evening service every Sunday. It was merely a matter of crossing the road – easier and safer then than now – and climbing a broad flight of steps on to the path that leads through a churchyard ringed with lime trees to the west door. Other bells pealed or tolled throughout the week, marking marriages, baptisms, funerals and events in the church calendar, while the passing hours were marked by the striking of the church clock. The frequent sense in Housman’s poetry of the ephemeral nature of life may well have been instilled during a childhood in which life’s climacterics and the relentless onward movement of time were regularly and audibly measured out.


It became apparent just how precarious life could be when in 1870 the children’s mother fell ill and withdrew from everyday family life to her bedroom. The stability of the Housman family was also being undermined by financial troubles. Perry Hall did not belong to Edward Housman – he was merely a life tenant – but he had nevertheless decided to furnish it in the style he felt appropriate for an English gentleman. In order to do so, he had mortgaged other properties without telling anyone what he was up to. The death of his father early in 1870 and anxiety about money and his wife’s health made Edward turn to drink. When alcohol ran out, he would go to the bottom of the garden and throw stones on to the roof of the neighbouring Shoulder of Mutton pub in order to summon fresh supplies.


In the later stages of her illness, Sarah Jane had asked Alfred to pray with her for her recovery. It was presumably this that prompted her to express to her husband the hope that her dying would not cause her eldest son to lose his faith, a wish Edward passed on to Alfred in the letter telling him of her death. Housman did not immediately do so, but within the year had become a Deist, still believing in a Creator but not in one who intervened in human affairs, and he eventually rejected Christianity altogether. His sister Kate recalled that their mother’s death ‘roused within him an early resentment against nature’s relentless ways of destruction’, although the children never discussed their loss among themselves. ‘Death – that cuts short both joys and sorrows – became an obsession with him, very evident in after life, but there in boyhood,’ Kate wrote. Indeed death was the first subject Housman set for his siblings when he started organising the composition of jointly authored poems.


When Sarah Jane died, it was decided that Housman should not return home for the funeral but continue to stay with his godmother Elizabeth Wise at Woodchester. Elizabeth was a long-standing friend of Housman’s mother (whose father had been rector at Woodchester), and young Alfred became particularly close both to her elder daughter, Edith, who was some five years older than him, and the family’s German governess, Sophie Becker, who would remain a lifelong friend. By the time Alfred returned to Perry Hall, his grieving father had begun drinking even more heavily. An opportunity for Edward to escape everyday reminders of his loss arose in February 1872 when the tenant of the Housman family home, Fockbury House, died. This house belonged jointly to Edward (who had been born there) and his five surviving siblings, all of whom derived income from it being rented out; but Edward was the chief trustee and decided that, rather than finding another tenant, he would move there with his children and let Perry Hall instead. This may have been financially ill-advised, but for the children it offered new excitements of life in the countryside rather than on the edge of a town.


Fockbury House itself, which was just along the road from where Housman had been born, dated back to the seventeenth century, but it had been enlarged and altered over the years, its original half-timbering now a mere remnant among numerous brickwork additions. There had once been a large clock in one of its many gables, and locals still referred to it as ‘the Clockus’ or Clock House. The property included a large terraced garden and some old farm buildings, but had few of the modern amenities of Perry Hall: there was no gas, no running water, and not as many servants. It was to this house that in July 1873 Edward Housman brought his new bride. Lucy Housman was Edward’s first cousin. She had also been Sarah Jane’s best friend and had introduced Housman’s parents, afterwards acting as bridesmaid at their wedding. At fifty, she was eight years Edward’s senior and while he no doubt valued her as someone to relieve a widower’s loneliness, another very good reason for marrying her was that she was capable of taking on seven children ranging in age from fourteen to just four years old. Lucy turned out to be far more than merely capable, and almost immediately won the genuine affection of the large brood she had inherited. Housman was soon addressing letters to ‘My dear Mamma’, and signing himself ‘your loving son’.


‘Country influences worked strongly in making A.E.H. the man he became,’ Kate recorded, and it was at Fockbury that Housman’s love of the English countryside was nurtured. It was strengthened by regular visits to Woodchester and his discovery in the attic of his new home of a seventeenth-century herbarium assembled by some ancestors who had lived there. This book taught him about the names and families of plants, leading him in time to become a knowledgeable amateur botanist. Making his way daily to school through the narrow lanes down into Bromsgrove, he could observe native plants, their habitats and flowering seasons. ‘Spring Flowers’ was another subject Kate remembered her brother setting for family poetry-writing sessions, and many of his own mature poems refer to landscapes, the trees and plants that grow in them, and the changes they undergo as the seasons turn.


Kate described the ‘very pretty streams of this brook-girt land’, and this, rather than anywhere in Shropshire, is the ‘western brookland / That bred me long ago’ recalled by Housman in one of the best-known poems in A Shropshire Lad (LII). More immediately, probably in 1875, Housman wrote a poem titled ‘Summer’. Housman is always associated with the cherry because of the popular poem in which he calls it ‘Loveliest of trees’, but his favourite tree as a boy was the beech. ‘Many years later he told me he was glad he had not been brought up in beech-wood country,’ Laurence recalled, ‘for, had he been, its beauty would have made him unappreciative of any other kind.’ He was nevertheless familiar with beeches because there were several in the garden of Fockbury House, while at Woodchester, he remembered in 1927, ‘there used to be a belt of beeches half way up the hill, dividing the downs from the fields and making a piece of scenery which in its way was as beautiful as anything anywhere’. It seems almost inevitable, this being Housman, that he should add: ‘and now the greater part of them are down and the whole look of the place changed’. In a different way ‘Summer’ too embodies the sense of passing time and the inevitability of death that Kate thought characteristic of her brother as a boy: the wind whispers of ‘coming Autumn, coming death’. Changing seasons and falling leaves are of course a poetic commonplace, but the mood was one that Housman would make particularly his own. And here it is in a poem he wrote as an adolescent.






Summer! and after Summer what?


Ah! happy trees that know it not,


Would that with us it might be so.


And yet the broad-flung beechtree heaves


Through all its slanting layers of leaves


With something like a sigh.








The continuity between this piece of juvenilia and the work of the mature poet is suggested by the repeated use of the unusual verb (perhaps borrowed from Gray’s Elegy) to describe the effect of wind blowing through heavily leafed trees in one of his best loved poems:






On Wenlock Edge the wood’s in trouble;


    His forest fleece the Wrekin heaves …








One of Housman’s first experiences of longing for a distant home, a principal theme of A Shropshire Lad, occurred when, after an outbreak of scarlet fever in the family, he briefly became a boarder at King Edward’s School in order to avoid catching the disease. He wrote to his stepmother:






Yesterday I went into the Churchyard, from which one can see Fockbury quite plainly, especially the window of your room. I was there from 2 o’clock till 3. I wonder if you went into your room between those hours. One can see quite plainly the pine tree, the sycamore & the elm at the top of the field. The house looks much nearer than one would expect, & the distance between the sycamore & the beeches in the orchard seems great, much longer than one thinks when one is at Fockbury.








As Laurence noted, this episode ‘has in it the authentic note of the “Shropshire Lad”. Even as a boy, separation from home surroundings affected him so much that it pleased him to spend from two to three of a winter’s afternoon in viewing them from a distance.’ Housman’s enduring love of trees, most particularly before they shed their leaves, was expressed in a quatrain which he wrote at the same time as the poems of A Shropshire Lad and seems to recall the felling of the beeches at Woodchester:






Give me a land of boughs in leaf,


    A land of trees that stand;


Where trees are fallen, there is grief;


    I love no leafless land.








While exploring their new rural environment, the Housman children frequently visited the homes of local working-class people. These visits were not of a charitable nature, as those of their parents might have been, but entirely and unaffectedly social. It was a curiosity of the English class system that, in rural areas at any rate, the strict divisions that separated adults did not apply to children. Though it would be unthinkable for middle-class parents to mix socially with cottagers and labourers, it was not unusual for their children to spend time in the homes of working-class families, where, more often than not, they were welcomed. Such visits could prove educational as children learned of other worlds and different standards, of hardships but also sometimes of freedom from the sort of constraints that regulated their own lives. ‘The depth of feeling of simple villagers and farmhands used sometimes to surprise me,’ Laurence recalled, and it seems likely Housman was similarly enlightened. ‘Now and then things were told us by our village neighbours of which I have since made literary use,’ Laurence continued, and the poems of A Shropshire Lad reimagine the experiences of agricultural labourers such as those the Housman children met around Fockbury.
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