
 

 

 

 

 

Twelve poems selected and annotated by his son, Richard 
 

Introduction 

My father, Austin, as he was known, was born 

in London in 1908. His father was 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 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 
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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. The following poems are representative of his work. Where I 

know in which year my father wrote a poem, it is given in parentheses. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Crystal Skull, British Museum 

Once in a golden thicket of the sun 

An Aztec sculptor saw a rocky flower 

Of fasciated light, stopped short, astun, 

Felt fire in his hands and knew his power: 

So did the quartz. And when the artist lay 

Void of his light, there stood a crystal skull, 

Chalice of reason, vessel of human day, 

A kernel of clarity closed in a lucid hull. 

Now he had opened all the secret places 

Picked all the locks, could see, could clearly see 

Man’s motivations, his enigmatic faces 

Whittled by light to sheer transparency: 

That was his wish, but look, it cheated him, 

For lapped in the quartz primordial bubbles swim. 

(1948) 

 

 

As his department at King’s College London, 

where he studied, was within walking 

distance of the British Museum, my father 

was able to spend time examining the huge 

range of exhibits it contains when taking a 

break from the library. He was himself an 

amateur artist and enjoyed carving wood, 

so this skull made of crystal rock was a 

natural focus of attention for him.  

Unlike the more complex rhyme scheme of other poems in the selection, this 

one is in the established form of a Shakespearean sonnet. 

 

 

 

 

 



I’d love to have a lilting tongue… 

I’d love to have a lilting tongue, 

A prattling mind, colloquial lungs 

And hear my vowels propped with plosives, 

Dentals, bilabials, affricates and all 

The jargon of speech made real. 

Instead there’s a knot in the growth of language. 

Roots ram against adolescent footings 

Down-trodden by a pathologically shy, 

Stammering builder’s labourer holding terrified 

The trunk as his hobnails print and print again 

Clay, others’ and his own. 

And silences are hiatus, glottal stops, 

Before a vast explosion of cerebral garrulity 

Signifying nothing. The birds on twig tip 

Can hump their throats repetitively 

Meaning something. The lump in this throat 

Has a male breakdown when a neuter angel 

Knew the world anew and was afraid. 

(1964) 

 

 

In this poem, my father adopted a very different style in order to focus on 

language itself – not just words and sentences but what it is to be articulate 

and fluent with language. My father was a very quiet man and, as he admits 

here, very shy. If his writing is both articulate and inventive and his love of 

words is evident, he clearly felt this was not so with his spoken language. In 

spite of the image he uses here, he did not stammer and was not always 

tongue tied, but normal talk, especially with people he didn’t know well, was 

a struggle and was not aided by partial deafness.   

 

 

 

 

 



Leafage 

Lime leaves fall early before the autumn season, 

It seems with little reason, lest it be that they are light and feathery: 

Beech leaves and oak are heavy, leathery 

But they fall later with more solid reason 

Than lime leaves falling earlier than the autumn season. 

On strewn footways among lime leaves on a blustery day 

There may be a stray 

Elm, oak or ash leaf shed, it seems, with reason 

So early in the season: 

A bird clumsy in flight, a branch- or twig-clash 

Or even a heavy dash 

Of rain-wash must have strained, must have broken off  

This early aimless token 

Of a later path-mosaic when lime leaves trodden 

And retrodden are a dark umber, sodden 

Background for burning beech, beige oak, lime leaves, which early 

In the autumn season 

Have whispered listless mornings and evenings down  

Before the equinoctial hurly-burly 

Of gale has given full reason, 

Having had the fury and the time 

To strip others than the lime, 

And to lay the later, headier, heavier, more lambent flakes 

Down in the umber paste that earlier in the season lime-fall makes. 

 

 

My father had a great fondness for nature and 

enjoyed gardening, walking and looking for 

mushrooms, butterflies and watching birds. 

Here he experiments with an unusual rhyme 

scheme and mix of metres to focus on native 

British trees in autumn, especially the 

common lime tree or linden, painting in words 

a vivid picture and soundscape of leaf-fall. 



Song: deep trouble 

You came to our land to settle our quarrel 

And made our quarrel the world’s. 

Why don’t you let us fight each other 

Instead of killing father and mother, 

Instead of spoiling our children’s faces 

With beastly western airs and graces, 

Grenades, shrapnel and napalm? 

We’re so sorry your mothers have wet 

Faces from all the tears they cry.  

Ours have done - their eyes are dry: 

They’ve seen babies die 

To make the world a safer place, 

A sweeter place for what? The USA? 

Are Congs unmanned, unmade this way? 

We had a bowl of rice and a sweet way of life 

But there were rich and poor, 

And the rich grew richer and the poor 

Poorer still. You were evidently sure 

The rich were a greater help to you, 

That if they were dragooned and armed 

The surge the French left would be calmed. 

We made the French bow themselves out. 

They had a gracious way of life and left 

Some of it and some rancour, but not hate: 

That was your privilege, your import, great 

America, and so you’ve gained a world. 

But the world you bestride is unsteady, 

You’re afraid. We’ve won, you’ve lost already. 

 

From time to time, a poem of my father’s was inspired by news or current affairs, in this case news 

about the American-led war in Vietnam, which lasted from shortly after the withdrawal of the 

French as the colonial power in 1954 to 1975. The poem is undated but seems to have been written 

towards the end of  US military engagement, which involved over half a million American troops 

by 1968 and resulted in horrendous destruction before military setbacks in Vietnam, growing 

resistance in the USA and disquiet among allies, like Britain, finally brought the war to an end.  



Margaret’s Departure 

That was an evening to remember; yes, it was that, 

For a life and death lay housed in its cramping hours. 

She was no bosom friend (unless whoever is classed as such) 

But one regarded as a slight acquaintance, comical at times, 

Impetuously tragical, enmeshed in virtue and a stubborn view 

Of intellectual values: she it was who then decided on death. 

Not that she had chosen that night; a later was chosen for her 

By the natural undoing of the binding strings of being. 

The way of peace lay in another’s hands, or spirit, one whose love 

Embraces all and whose burning glass focuses momentarily 

On the eternal moment, on one with an imperative need. 

And so response moved her from her bed to the corridor, 

The open door on the garden, the sunset adorning 

Evening breathed in upon her, late summer warmth. 

There was a presence which enticed; we her bearers 

Seated her by the door and waited. Not for long. 

The evening seemed to have paused and be waiting, 

Waiting for her to emerge and belong to it, 

And this we helped her to. The evening halted 

And with an inhalation took her; and there was silence. 

A dusk which could be felt powdered us three, 

Lay lightly on us: the darkling sky became star-pointed 

And there we sat until a light breeze trembled around us. 

Evening was over. Feeling was all. Thought was muted. 

Only the muttered prayer was audible. Time it was 

To withdraw taking the presence with us. So it seemed 

The decision had been made; nor was there any struggle. 

(1984) 

 

This poem records the death from natural causes of my godmother, Margaret, 

in her own home. It captures both the nature of the person, my father and 

mother’s experience of witnessing her passing at close hand, evidently in 

circumstances she somehow chose for herself, and my father’s memories of 

that spring evening. 



Contradistinction 

Let’s find in words beauty, but not in thought, 

Select from the sculptured wisdom of those pieces 

Of antique moulding and antic creation just those 

That have sound- and shape-appeal and long leases; 

And placing one beside the other haphazardly, 

Eschew the mastery of control, the sheer insight 

That made John say, once and forever, ‘In the beginning 

Was the Word, and the Word was God’ and be so utterly right. 

(1968) 

 

 

This short poem summarises my father’s fascination with words, including 

their etymology, sound and shape, rather than just ideas. This poem offers an 

insight into how poets may go about creating powerful new images out of 

inventive combinations of words. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Did Mary have but one babe… 

Did Mary have but one babe, 

One wonder child, 

One genius, one godded being? 

Did God who gave her this child, 

As the story goes, 

Then make her barren 

Lest the womb that bore His son 

Should be unholied by a lesser being? 

And Joseph had to yearn, 

Unsatisfied, to have a son of his? 

Did Mary weep, pregnant nevermore 

And this close yet distant son of hers 

Stay brotherless and sisterless, 

To ride through palm-bestrewn hosannas, 

And through hate 

While Joseph wiped a secret tear away 

Because this boy, become a notoriety,  

Was not his own? 

(1987) 

 

 

Although my father was pretty much an atheist, some of his poems focus on 

faith and religion in one way or another, in this case on the mysteries of Christ’s 

immaculate conception, bearing in mind the perspective of Joseph.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



P.O.2 Report, AD Zero 

Ninety knows, I know, 

But won’t tell. Seventy-one 

Is queer and can’t be got at. 

Fifty-three was got at: the little 

We got from him goes nowhere; 

It left him shifty-eyed: I think 

He’s afraid, afraid of what 

Or who the twitch in his lips 

And the sudden slip of his eyes 

Don’t betray. Yes, he’s afraid. 

The other two, twenty 

And thirty-seven, are like 

These two fingers of mine: 

Look; when I move one 

The other moves, it must. 

That may be useful. But there’s 

The un-numbered one. He’s new, 

His eyes are full of answers 

And every finger of his hands 

Puts an inescapable question. 

I’ll have him spend the night 

With the bunch and then we’ll know. 

Tomorrow interrogation and the hill. 

No need for post-protection: Herod 

Wants him out of the way at once. 

 

 

This poem is in the form of an oral report by a Roman soldier guarding 

prisoners, including Christ (‘the unnumbered one’), shortly before the 

crucifixion on ‘the hill’ of Calvary. The informal style of the poem shows 

another side of my father’s ability to match language to the language user, in 

this case imagined. 

 

 



Waste not your time… 

Waste not your time in idle soft surmise 

Of whether there is life beyond the pale, 

The pale of inextinguishable stars 

That constantly take thinkers by surprise. 

 

Open your mind to riches beyond counting, 

Wealth unassessable that ours is now, 

Laid open to inspection, unsafe kept, 

Whose value, so neglected, is ever mounting. 

 

Wake in the morning believing this your last day, 

Rejoice at the day’s end that you have gained, 

Not gold, not paper trash, not even chattels, 

But some hand placed in yours, some kind word humans say. 

 

Take these, and with them balm the wounds you bear 

From brash acts and bitter words worldly wise; 

Open your heart’s safe doors and put them in, 

Enfold them in your sleep to tell you people care. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



When the news-reader…. 

When the news-reader tells of catastrophe and crime, 

Aiding these horrors with a photographic shock, 

Remember that these are infinitesimal happenings 

And infinites of calm and kindness fill all time. 

 

There is a timeless moment, the moment without end, 

The hour compressed into an atom of delight, 

And one that lingers on eternal-like with grief. 

Let me know both - and let me not pretend. 

 

The human mind dreams on to put the wry world right, 

The human soul would compass all in its embrace, 

A human body holds these two in check and change 

And blinds them both with an excess of sight. 

 

 

The two poems above both have a positive tone, highlighting the everyday 

value and riches and the kindness and caring of most people in the here and now 

(first poem), and the extent of calm, kindness and caring amid horrific and 

shocking news stories (second poem). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Rebound 

Answering echoes never tell 

The nature of a chance-heard bell. 

Only original sounds reveal 

The quivering metal in the peal. 

 

We never know the truest sound: 

We catch but tremors in rebound. 

The cracked clapper, the flawed cast 

Reservedly display their past. 

 

I’d like an ear to tell me when 

Truth is truly come again. 

It strikes many surfaces; I fear 

Truth is never what I hear. 
 

 

 

This poem has become even more appropriate 

in our present age when ‘fake news’ is 

presented as truth and vice versa. Being 

somewhat deaf my father was intrigued by the 

nature and physics of sound, and the facts that 

sound is such an integral part of language and 

especially of poetry, and that the relationship 

between sound, language and truth is an 

uncertain one.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Dreams Make a Goddess 
(Of a Girl Waking) 

The fierce blade of all horror, whetted keen 

by dreams, has carved me out of hours of sleep 

with indolent cynical strokes. In sleep I have been 

bandied about by dreams until I keep 

some mocking tryst with myself but not with me 

and speak a tongue to which I have no clue. 

And when awake I stay a mystery, 

yet like a winged seed riding down the blue 

come drifting back to find my foreign gaze, 

abruptly keener, fixed upon the glass. 

Then, still somnolent, still in antique ways 

and obtuse episodes that will not pass, 

I move my hands to lift me. 

Rising, I watch the gleaming goddess rise 

born of the sea whose womb is strange and strong. 

This is her face, her brows, and so her eyes 

carry their lashes and disclose the throng 

of pre-birth dreams: her hair in golden glow 

has left the water world to flame in sun. 

Her lips the earth-air’s kiss eagerly know 

and breathe the web which wandering winds have spun. 

Proudly poised is her neck; shoulders morning warm 

speak petalled roses of the goddess’ kind. 

(Published in the weekly Comment magazine,  

and in the First Comment Treasury 1937) 

 

 

 
This early poem of my father’s, one of the few published in 
his lifetime, shows his fascination with contrast and surprise 
in language, as well as the relationship between the real and 
the unreal, and his ability to find inventive language to 
create new perspectives on everyday occurrences – in this 
case the moments between sleep and wakefulness – and to 
add allusive imagery – in this case, perhaps to Botticelli’s 
‘The Birth of Venus’ (Aphrodite) in the Uffizi in Florence, 
which he would have only seen in illustration. 


