
CARL AUSTIN ROSSNER 

1908 – 1999 

 

Austin, as he was known, is one of our two posthumous contributors, 

presented here and in his first contribution by his son, Richard. 

 

My father was born in London, the son of a die 

sinker, an engraver of designs for coins and 

medals, whose untimely death from illness 

when my father was only 8 had a profound 

effect on his subsequent life. Austin and his 

elder brother were taken in by their childless 

aunt and uncle while his mother moved back to 

her native Isle of Wight, 150 kilometres away, 

with her youngest children, a daughter and 

another son. 

 

At his school in north London Austin was a good student and an enthusiastic 

sportsman. While still at school he wrote poetry, and he was awarded a prize 

for a poem about a tramp. After school he went into insurance, a job he was 

still doing when, in 1936, he married a forthright Christian and Girl Guide 

leader, Winifred. The Second World War started just three years later, and led 

to the insurance company and the young family leaving London for a nearby 

Surrey village, and then to Austin enlisting as a non-combatant in line with his 

beliefs in non-violence. His duties included working at prisoner of war camps 

in England, where he struck up lasting acquaintances with Italian and other 

prisoners of war. 

 

It was only at the end of the war that he entered London University as a mature 

part-time student and took a degree in Spanish and French while maintaining 

a modest family income as a market gardener. With a good degree, Austin was 

able to apply for a position as a secondary school teacher, but his ability to 

cope effectively with lively teenagers in East London was hampered by his shy 



and self-effacing nature. He thus switched to teaching English in one of the 

early private language schools in central London, eventually becoming its 

director of studies. 

 

My father’s poetry was part of a wider literary output: over many years of 

commuting daily to and from London by train and then into retirement he 

translated into English verse works by Lope de Vega, Tirso de Molina, Calderón 

de la Barca and García Lorca, as well as translating whole Spanish and German 

novels. His translation of Lorca´s Doña Rosita la Soltera was broadcast on the 

radio, but none of the other works was published, which didn’t seem to trouble 

Austin greatly. However, two of his poems, including Dreams make a goddess… 

in this selection, were published in the 1930s and another won a University of 

London prize in the 1940s. Much of his poetry was written after retirement 

and he continued to work on translation into old age. 

 

In his home life, Austin’s quietness and shyness were well complemented by 

Winifred’s orientation to family, her belief in practical Christianity, and their 

social conscience. During the Second World War and beyond Winifred took 

several children from broken or disrupted homes under her wing, starting a 

pioneering play school at home. The enduring gratitude to my parents of these 

now elderly people is a testament to the loving care they gave. 

 

Aside from enlivening daily commuting and retirement, Austin’s writing was in 

part his way of working with the languages that he loved but was generally 

rather reluctant to use when talking to others, and of giving voice to his 

appreciation of the natural world, the peculiarities and weakness of 

humankind and the wonders of language. Austin was creative in other ways 

too. He especially enjoyed carving wood, sketching designs and drawing. But 

poetry for him seems to have offered a way to capture a thought, an emotion 

or a phenomenon quickly and shape or sketch it in his own spontaneously 

crafted words. 


