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The Land of Lost Content:
A. E. Housman
(1859 - 1936)
Last week, Ann and I spent a few
days in Shropshire and we were
impressed by the gentle beauty of
the countryside with its sloping
fields where sheep grazed
alongside their lambs and by
Ludlow which John Betjeman
described as the loveliest town in
England. Being in Shropshire
brought to mind a collection of
poems which I have loved since I
was first introduced to them in
Primary school: A Shropshire
Lad by A.E. Housman.
Although Housman will forever
be associated with Shropshire, he
was
actually
born
in
Worcestershire and lived most of
his life in London and
Cambridge. Indeed, most of the
63 poems of A Shropshire Lad
were written when Housman was
working as a clerk in the Patent
Office in Highgate and before the
poet had ever visited the part of
Shropshire in which the poems
were ostensibly set. Housman
sent the manuscript to a number
of publishers who all rejected it
and he decided to have the
collection published at his own
expense. It has proved to be one
of the most popular and best
loved collections of poems in the
history of English Literature and
it has been continuously in print
since it first appeared in 1896.
Even people who rarely read
poetry can find themselves
recalling lines by Housman
which they first heard in
childhood. He could be described
as perhaps the most memorable
poet ever to write in English. He

only published one other
collection in his lifetime which
was simply entitled, Last
Poems.
In some respects, it was an
advantage for Housman to write
about a landscape he had never
actually visited as, in his
imagination, he is able to
present an idealized image of a
land of lost content; a land
longed for but which could
never be reached.
Into my heart an air that kills
Into my heart an air that kills
From yon far country blows:
What are those blue remembered
hills,
What spires, what farms are
those?
That is the land of lost content,
I see it shining plain,
The happy highways where I
went
And cannot come again.
Housman was
born in the
small village of
Fockbury near
Bromsgrove
where his father was a solicitor
and he was the eldest of seven
children. He won a scholarship
to Oxford and it was here that he
met the great love of his life,
Moses Jackson with whom he
shared a room. Unfortunately
for Housman, Jackson did not
share his homosexuality and
some scholars believe that the
emotional turmoil caused by this
unrequited love was at least
partly responsible for
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Housman failing to gain a
degree. However, he and
Jackson remained friends and
it was he who helped Housman
gain a post in the Patents
Office and they shared a flat in
London. A few years later,
Jackson emigrated to India and
only made a brief return to
England to marry. Housman
was not invited to the wedding.
Despite this, Housman went on
loving Jackson from afar and it
was when he heard that his
love was dying, he decided to
publish his Last Poems in
1922 so that Jackson could
read the poems before he died.
Housman was a rather solitary
and aloof man and he never
made any reference to his
sexual preference to his few
friends. However, in certain of
his poems, there are subtle
references to his illegal and
unattainable love.
Because I liked you better
Than suits a man to say,
It irked you, and I promised
To throw the thought away.
To put the world between us
We parted, stiff and dry;
'Good-bye,' said you, 'forget
me.'
'I will, no fear', said I.
If here, where clover whitens
The dead man's knoll, you
pass,
And no tall flower to meet you
Starts in the trefoiled grass,
Halt by the headstone naming
The heart no longer stirred,
And say the lad that loved you
Was one that kept his word.

Housman never did forget
Jackson and remained loyal to his
love for the rest of his life. He
kept his word to remain silent in
life but not in his poetry.
Despite his failure to obtain a
degree at Oxford, Housman
continued with his classical
studies independently and through
enormous
hard
work
and
dedication, he achieved such a
reputation in his field that he was
offered the professorship of Latin
at the University College in
London and, finally, at Trinity
College, Cambridge. He led an
outwardly monotonous existence
and devoted many years to
translating a long, first century
poem by Manilius concerning
astrology and astrology which few
people in their right minds would
wish to read. A fellow Cambridge
don described Housman as being
descended from a long line of
maiden aunts. He disliked
anything which would risk
disturbing the even tenor of his
days and he refused the offer of
becoming
Poet
Laureate.
However, he did enjoy travelling
by aeroplane from time to time
which at that time was a rather
risky business.
Housman only once spoke about
poetry in public and that was in
the Lesley Stephen Lecture three
years before his death when he
emphasized the importance of
poetry appealing to the emotions,
above the intellect. He said that he
always knew a good line of poetry
when he read it as the memory of
it made his skin bristle when he
was shaving. It is this ability to
convey wisdom and beauty in
such simple and memorable lines
which has made Housman
perhaps the most widely loved
poet in English Literature. He is
that rare poet: one who can appeal
to readers from the age of nine to
ninety.
He died in 1936 and his ashes
were, appropriately, brought to
Shropshire and buried near St.
Laurence’s church in Ludlow. In

the following sublime poem, he makes an imaginative return to the
idealized landscape which he longed for, leaving not a trace of what he so
often regarded as his burdensome life.

Tell me not here, it needs not saying

Tell me not here, it needs not saying,
What tune the enchantress plays
In aftermaths of soft September
Or under blanching mays,
For she and I were long acquainted
And I knew all her ways.
On russet floors, by waters idle,
The pine lets fall its cone;
The cuckoo shouts all day at nothing
In leafy dells alone;
And traveller’s joy beguiles in autumn
Hearts that have lost their own.
On acres of the seeded grasses
The changing burnish heaves;
Or marshalled under moons of harvest
Stand still all night the sheaves;
Or beeches strip in storms for winter
And stain the wind with leaves.
Posses, as I possessed a season,
The countries I resign,
Where over elmy plains the highway
Would mount the hills and shine,
And full of shade the pillared forest
Would murmur and be mine.
For nature, heartless, witless nature,
Will neither care nor know
What stranger’s feet may find the meadow
And trespass there and go,
Nor ask amid the dews of morning
If they are mine or no.

