
  

  

particular his unshakeable 

belief in the damnation of 

sinners. Indeed, Cowper had 

long been convinced that he 

was heading for Hell and that 

there was nothing he could do 

to alter God's predetermined 

ways. He was drawn to the 

famous words of St. Paul in his 

Letter to the Romans that he 

was one of those vessels of 

wrath prepared for destruction. 

In 1773, William suffered a 

severe bout of insanity and it 

was only the tender care of 

Mary that he was able to 

overcome this dark period in 

his life. 

 

He drew solace from the 

natural word which surrounded 

him and with the small, 

domestic pleasures which his 

secluded life afforded him. He 

was very fond of gardening and 

he grew devoted to two pet 

hares which were given to him 

as a present and which he 

allowed into the living-room 

each evening.   

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

life by hanging and by swallowing 

poison. He was then sent to a 

private asylum in St. Albans and 

when he had at least partially 

recovered, he went to live in 

Huntingdon with a retired 

clergyman and his wife, Mary 

Unwin with whom he developed a 

deep bond of friendship. When 

the  Unwins  moved  to  Olney  in 

Buckinghamshire, close to the 

River Ouse, William moved with 

them. When Mary's husband died, 

William lived with her for the rest 

of her life although the 

relationship never became a 

sexual one. 

 

It was in his early years at Olney 

that William met the former slave 

trader, John Newton who had 

repented of his former ways and 

had become a fervent, dogmatic 

Christian. Newton is best known 

for writing the well-loved hymn, 

Amazing Grace. In many respects, 

this meeting and the subsequent 

friendship between those men was 

unfortunate for Cowper as it 

encouraged his tendency for 

Christian fundamentalism and in 
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At the end of the 18th century, 

William Cowper was perhaps the 

best loved poet in England. His 

hymns such as God Moves In A 

Mysterious Way and O For A 

Closer Walk with God were sung 

in churches throughout the land. 

Although his hymns are still 

frequently sung, his poetry is now 

little read despite the fact that he 

is the subject of perhaps the most 

beautiful and moving biography 

ever written about an English 

poet entitled, The Stricken Deer 

by David Cecil. 

 

He was born in Berkhamsted in 

Hertfordshire where his father 

was an Anglican vicar. After 

leaving school in London, he 

trained as a solicitor. It was at 

this time that he fell in love with 

his cousin Theodora who he 

wished to marry. However, her 

father strictly forbade the union 

and Cowper was heartbroken. In 

1763, he was offered an 

administrative position in the 

House of Lords but the stress of 

undertaking the necessary 

examinations was too much for 

his delicate mental health to bear 

and he suffered a breakdown and 

tried repeatedly to take his own  
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Chapter & Verse 

James Knox Whittet 

 

from The Task 

 

Unnumbered branches waving in the blast, 

And all their leaves fast fluttering, all at once. 

Nor less composure waits upon the roar 

Of distant floods, or on the softer voice 

Of neighbouring fountain, or of rills that slip 

Through the cleft rock, and, chiming as they fall 

Upon loose pebbles, lose themselves at length 

In matted grass, that with a livelier green 

Betrays the secret of their silent course. 

Nature inanimate employs sweet sounds, 

But animated Nature sweeter still 

To soothe and satisfy the human ear. 
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from To Mary 

 

Such feebleness of limbs thou  

                                     prov'st, 

That now at every step thou  

                                     mov'st 

Upheld by two; yet still thou  

                                       lov'st, 

         My Mary! 

And still to love, though press'd  

                                      with ill, 

In wintry age to feel no chill, 

With me is to be lovely still, 

          My Mary! 

But ah! by constant heed I know 

How oft the sadness that I show 

Transforms thy smiles to looks  

                                      of woe, 

          My Mary! 

And should my future lot be cast 

With much resemblance of the 

                                          past, 

Thy worn-out heart will break at 

                                             last, 

              My Mary 

One day an aristocratic friend 

suggested, half humorously, that 

he write a poem about the sofa 

on which he so often sat. This 

poem came to be called, The 

Task and grew to some five 

thousand lines. It is filled with 

wonderfully rich descriptions of 

the rural scene of his age and 

had a considerable influence on 

the Romantic poets who 

followed Cowper. Through 

close observation of the peaceful 

world, William keeps the ever 

present darkness at bay. 

 

But even in nature, William 

couldn’t entirely escape the 

thoughts of his own mortality. In 

the words of Virginia Wolf 

death is woven in amongst the 

violets. Of course it was not 

death itself which William 

feared most but what might  

The Poplar Field 

 

The poplars are felled, farewell to the shade 

And the whispering sound of the cool colonnade: 

The winds play no longer and sing in the leaves, 

Nor Ouse on his bosom their image receives. 

 

Twelve years have elapsed since I first took a view 

Of my favourite field, and the bank where they grew, 

And now in the grass behold they are laid, 

And the tree is my seat that once lent me a shade. 

 

The blackbird has fled to another retreat 

Where the hazels afford him a screen from the heat; 

And the scene where his melody charmed me before 

Resounds with his sweet-flowing ditty no more. 

 

My fugitive years are all hasting away, 

And I must ere long lie as lowly as they, 

With a turf on my breast and a stone at my head, 

Ere another such grove shall arise in its stead. 

 

'Tis a sight to engage me, if anything can, 

To muse on the perishing pleasures of man; 

Short-lived as we are, our enjoyments, I see, 

Have a still shorter date, and die sooner than we.  

 

follow it: endless torment. 

Gazing at the poplars along the 

banks of the Ouse, he senses 

that the consolations of the 

natural world are fleeting and 

made more fleeting still by the 

despoliation of nature by 

human greed. Even in the 18th 

century, the more sensitive 

observers were aware of the 

threats to the environment.  

 

It was in 1795 that William 

and Mary moved to Norfolk 

and they lived near Swaffham, 

then Mundesley before their 

final move to East Dereham. A 

year later, his beloved Mary 

died leaving him defenceless 

against the dark forces which 

had for so long threatened to 

overwhelm him. In one of his 

most touching poems, he 

records her relentless decline.  

 

 

Appropriately, one of William's 

last poems was entitled, The 

Castaway. In 1800, he died and 

was buried after midnight, 

dreading to his last breath the 

Hell he was so certain awaited 

him. A plaque marks his grave in 

St. Nicholas Church, East 

Dereham. 

 


