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Introduction


A Shropshire Lad is one of the most celebrated poetic collections of the late nineteenth century and continues to captivate readers with its recurrent themes of timeless relevance: love, loss, loyalty, youth, death and the natural world. This slim volume of 63 short poems has enjoyed, since its first appearance in 1896, a privileged position on the shelf or in the pocket of men and women the world over, and the resonance and beauty of its contents is scarcely diminished amidst the hustle and bustle of the twenty-first century: each reader who approaches this poetic cycle that evokes a lost land of bucolic idylls and simple pleasures can still be struck by both the seemingly effortless charm and the inevitably thought-provoking musings of A Shropshire Lad.


Yet, for all its apparent simplicity, the collection is the product of many contradictions and paradoxes, of which three will suffice as examples: the work found little favour on its initial publication and, although now one of the most beloved works of late-Victorian poetry, it had to wait until the twentieth century for an appreciative reception; its author devoted his professional life almost exclusively for half a century to academic scholarship; and, despite the eventual critical acclaim of A Shropshire Lad, Housman only produced one further volume of poetry, and that a quarter of a century later. In fact, on closer inspection the voice(s) of the ‘Shropshire lad’ could not stand in greater relief when contrasted with the poet’s public persona.


We should therefore begin with the man behind the poetry. Alfred Edward Housman was born as the oldest of seven children to a middle-class family on 26 March 1859; he was not a Shropshire lad but was rather born in the neighbouring county of Worcestershire, in Fockbury, a hamlet outside Bromsgrove. Housman’s father, Edward, worked as a solicitor but with little success; his mother, Sarah, a confident and clever daughter of a Gloucestershire rector, clearly served as an inspiring influence upon the boy, perhaps endowing him with the keen intellectual fervour that characterised his later life. However, two major blows struck his formative years: in 1871, on his twelfth birthday, his mother died of breast cancer; then, owing to the grief from his wife’s death, Housman’s father drifted into alcoholism and financial negligence. Both episodes undoubtedly caused the young lad, naturally of a shy disposition, to withdraw into himself, bearing as he did the additional responsibilities of an eldest child. These adolescent woes caused his religious beliefs, as he later confided, to shift from High Church Anglicanism to deism, which in turn, by the time he reached adulthood, had slipped into atheism.


Housman succeeded in winning one of a newly founded batch of scholarships at the nearby, and well-respected, Bromsgrove Grammar School of King Edward VI (now Bromsgrove School), and thereafter entered St John’s College, Oxford, on an open scholarship in 1877 to read Literae Humaniores (a wide-ranging course centred around the Latin and Greek classics). Housman formed some close friendships within his college, and became involved with various literary and intellectual undergraduate societies, but nothing more in extra-curricular terms. Although he obtained a good First in the initial round of examinations (‘Mod[eration]s’), Housman’s finals (‘Greats’) in 1881 brought a great shock to those around him, and perhaps even to himself: he failed these exams entirely, or, in the Oxford parlance of the day, was completely ‘ploughed’. The reasons for this remarkable and unexpected event are unknown but probably included the death of his father, his lack of interest in parts of the course, and his unrequited love for a fellow student. Although Housman later acknowledged that failure was the examiners’ only option, his chances of a career in classical scholarship seemed truly extinguished. Of his time at Oxford Housman himself later said, ‘it had not much effect on me, except that I there met my greatest friend’. To this friend we will come shortly.


Meanwhile, with no prospects in sight for Housman as a scholar, but with the need as the oldest active member of the family to obtain a steady wage for their maintenance, his career took a rather different tack: he became a clerk in the trademarks division of the Patent Office in London. This work, which can hardly have taxed the intellect, kept Housman busy during the day but left him the leisure to devote his evenings to classical study in the library of the British Museum. Through hard work he produced a series of professional articles on the textual criticism of Latin and Greek poets and thus began to forge a name for himself in academia via the back door.


During the first years of his work at the Patent Office, Housman took lodgings with the Oxonian friend who also worked at the same institution, Moses Jackson. Here we find what shaped much of Housman’s life and his attitudes to the world and the people around him: indubitably the greatest passion that Housman ever felt for another individual was his love for Moses Jackson, a keen sportsman and easygoing character that Housman had first met as a contemporary (reading science) at St John’s. Almost certainly were his homosexual feelings unrequited by Jackson, and quite probably never properly verbalised. It could have been otherwise: why Housman suddenly left their shared lodgings for good in 1885, and completely disappeared for a week, we shall never know. Jackson himself moved to become principal of an educational college in India (in a region now in Pakistan) two years later, married two years after that (without Housman’s knowledge) and duly emigrated to Canada in 1910, where he lived until his death in 1923. The withdrawal of Jackson from Housman’s life, save for occasional correspondence, seems truly to have rent him in two, and saw him resign himself to a life without partnership. With confidence can we read some of this context into a short quatrain Housman composed (published posthumously as Additional Poems VII):






He would not stay for me, and who can wonder?


He would not stay for me to stand and gaze.


I took his hand and tore my heart in sunder,


And went with half my life about my ways.








To record Jackson’s flight abroad, the latest entry in Housman’s diary for the period simply reads: ‘Sunday 1898 10.45 p.m. Said Goodbye.’ It is perhaps no surprise that publication of the two volumes of poetry Housman produced in his life coincided with Jackson being away in other continents, either raising a family (A Shropshire Lad, 1896) or lying on his deathbed with cancer (Last Poems, 1922).


Notwithstanding this undeniable wound to Housman – a wound which he of course never felt comfortable to divulge to anyone – through hard work he managed to obtain for himself such a formidable scholarly repute that, in 1892, aged thirty-three, Housman had the confidence, almost bravura, to put himself forward for the vacant professorships of both Latin and Greek at University College London. So impressive was Housman’s published work and academic support that he was duly elected to the Professorship of Latin, thereby beating some rather appealing, more experienced and certainly more conventional candidates.


Housman spent almost twenty years at UCL, during which he edited the work of the Latin poets Ovid and Juvenal and began his great five-volume commentary on the astrological poem, Astronomica, of Manilius, a work wryly dedicated ‘to my companion, Moses Jackson, the man who despises such literature’ (‘sodali meo M I Jackson harum litterarum contemptori’). Over those two decades at UCL, Housman enjoyed a steady rise to fame as an ingenious and uncompromisingly rigorous Latinist who outstripped his fellow scholars in Britain and abroad. The result was that his election to the Chair of Latin at the University of Cambridge in 1911 was assured. Trinity College became Housman’s residence for his final twenty-five years, in which his days were filled with undergraduate lecturing, classical research and the comforts of collegiate life. By the time he had reached his mid-seventies in the 1930s, Housman seems to have been exhausted in mind as well as body, and he was more than ready to welcome death when it came to him, at the age of seventy-seven, on 30 April 1936.


Despite the great fame that Housman achieved in classical scholarship, which persists in the present day, he remains better known for his poetry. Housman’s flair in writing literature had been evident since his early years, and a love of poetic composition, serious or plain silly, can be traced clearly through his childhood, Bromsgrove, Oxford and UCL. It was during his time at the last institution, however, that Housman’s poetic muse came to true fruition. The poems that would become A Shropshire Lad mostly flowed forth in the first five months of 1895, when Housman suffered at once from a ‘relaxed sore throat’ and an academic dispute about the manuscripts of the Latin love poet Propertius conducted in public with a former colleague. The collection was originally entitled The Poems of Terence Hearsay (note the name’s appearance in poems 8 and 62), but Housman acquiesced to the simpler, and more elegant, title offered by his former contemporary at St John’s, Alfred Pollard. Housman’s manuscript, however, was rejected by the first publisher he approached, Macmillan; in the end, he had to issue the volume at his own expense, and 500 copies were printed by Kegan Paul. (This first edition has since become one of the rarest and most valuable volumes of nineteenth-century poetry.) A second edition duly followed with Grant Richards in 1898, and thereafter its success gradually increased.
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