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‘Dominic Hibberd has probably done more than any other individual to illuminate Owen’s life and work … His new Life is a triumph … it is difficult to believe that it will ever be superseded’

Mark Bostridge, Independent on Sunday

‘Rich, compelling, formidably researched … the fruit of half a lifetime’s devotion to Owen’s memory’

John Carey, Sunday Times

‘A beautifully judged account of the man and his work, at once candid in its revelations and tactful in its treatment and presentation. An outstandingly good biography of a deeply fascinating man’

Andrew Motion, Observer Books of the Year

‘At last … a compassionate, uncensored appraisal of the war poet’s life … This is a good, honest, and often moving biography; it is also a monument to research’

Victoria Glendinning, Daily Telegraph

‘Unmissable’

Jan Dalley, Financial Times Books of the Year

‘At times, you feel as if you are there with Owen as he flinches under shellfire or freezes on the exposed slopes of the Somme. He deserved – but has so far lacked – a definitive biography. Now it is indisputably here’

Nigel Jones, New Statesman

‘An admirer of Dominic Hibberd’s two previous books about Owen, I esteem even more his Wilfred Owen: A New Biography’

Michael Longley, Irish Times Books of the Year

‘The strength of Hibberd’s biography is the way in which the narrative encompasses the details of Owen’s strange life without letting the reader forget that it is the development of a poet which is the most important part of the plot’

Roy Hattersley, Observer Review

‘Compelling reassessment of the first world war poet’

Sunday Times

‘This book is exemplary in its thoroughness, imaginative sympathy and good sense … What is most striking … is the insight that Hibberd brings to texts that have been common property for decades’

Financial Times

‘As with his fascinating biography of … Harold Monro, Dominic Hibberd has given us an exemplary work of biography, and a fine introduction to one of the more modest, but still significant, voices of literary modernity’

Richard Price, Scotland on Sunday

‘A generous, affectionate but not uncritical portrait of a man burdened with an acute class consciousness, a suffocatingly affectionate mother and good deal of sexual guilt and repression … Hibberd excels at concise, informative yet graphic description of [the] tortured, transient life at the front, guiding us through trenches with fluent economy’

Herald

‘Particularly good on the decisive months spent in battle and then convalescing in hospital … a humane and moving biography’

Daily Mail

‘A stunning achievement by Dr Dominic Hibberd, who through painstaking research has unearthed a wealth of detail to present an infinitely clearer three-dimensional picture of the man’

Soldier

‘A biography of immense scholarship and forensic thoroughness’

Raymond Seitz, Spectator

‘To write a book that satisfies both enthusiasts for Owen’s poetry and military historians is exceptionally difficult, but Dominic Hibberd has succeeded magnificently. He has written a biography truly worthy of our national war poet’

Gary Sheffield, Mail on Sunday

‘This fine biography. Although [the author] modestly says that his book “is not, of course, definitive”, it is hard to see how it could be improved upon’

Neil Powell, TLS

‘What book would you give to Tony Blair and George Bush? Dominic Hibberd’s new life of Wilfred Owen … which … reminds us of the pity, futility and tragic waste of war’

Blake Morrison, Daily Mail

‘Excellent … records the poet’s war in absorbing detail’

Mail on Sunday

‘Skilfully combines a look across his life history with an examination of the influences that affected his poetry … a moving and fascinating read’

Writing Magazine
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Introduction

‘I can see no excuse for deceiving you,’ Wilfred Owen wrote to his mother on first coming out of the front line. ‘I have suffered seventh hell.’ His testimony to ‘the truth untold’ has had an evergrowing influence on modern attitudes to the First World War and to war in general. For many young people he is now the archetypal voice of 1914–18, even though historians point out – sometimes with exasperation – that it is highly misleading to see him as representative. He was a unique, extraordinary figure, unlike any other poet or soldier of his time.

Most of Owen’s war poems are based on his experiences in the first five months of 1917. During that time he was in hospital for six weeks, on a course in the base area for four weeks and in action for only about thirty days. His front-line service was unusually concentrated and varied. It took place in what was said to be the worst winter France had known for forty years, first in mud and heavy rain, then in the intense frost that clamped down on the battle zone in mid-January. After helping to defend shattered positions that had hardly moved for over a year, he took part in a few days of fast-moving, open warfare, virtually the only such moment anywhere on the British front between October 1914 and March 1918. He was never wounded, and he endured very little of what is thought of as the standard Western Front experience, the ghastly monotony of routine trench duty. Nevertheless he endured and witnessed ‘unnameable tortures’, and he was almost buried alive, half-frozen to death and nearly blown to pieces.

Out of it all, months later, came poem after poem, including ‘Strange Meeting’ and ‘The Sentry’ with their subterranean settings, ‘Futility’ and ‘Exposure’ with their deadly snow, ‘Spring Offensive’, where the green earth explodes under a hurricane barrage, and hospital studies such as ‘A Terre’ and ‘Mental Cases’. Even so, the Great War did not turn Owen into a poet, although critics sometimes say that it did. Short though his life was, it was remarkably complete, and almost everything in it contributed to his final success as soldier and poet, leader and pleader. He was fascinated by the lives of other poets, and he is himself an outstanding example of a poet caught up in, but never overwhelmed by, enormous historical events.

Among my many sources for this biography, Wilfred Owen: Collected Letters has been constantly on my desk, although I have used that irreplaceable volume with a little caution. The great majority of Owen’s surviving letters were written to his mother, and there was much he did not tell her. Some of the things he did tell her were later removed by his brother Harold, who cut or painted out many passages and sometimes burned whole letters. A friend of Harold’s once remarked to me that he destroyed more papers than he kept, and while that may be an overstatement there can be no doubt that the loss was very severe, much more so than is generally realised. Again and again there are gaps in the record, often at crucial points in the story. It was not only letters that disappeared. One of Harold’s many lists of documents, for instance, includes a notebook and diary used by Wilfred in 1918, the only clue that Wilfred ever did use a diary. The late Patric Dickinson saw the notebook and several fragments of early verse, referring to them in a 1953 broadcast, but now only two pages of the notebook survive, and the fragments quoted by Dickinson, like the diary and many letters, are ‘missing’.1

Harold left another difficulty for Owen biographers. His three-volume autobiography, Journey from Obscurity, has sometimes been regarded as an objective, accurate record, but when one looks closely at his stories they frequently turn out to contain a good deal of fiction. He was convinced he was writing the truth, and his defenders insist, no doubt rightly, that he was a most honest, honourable man. But he was also a talented artist, and his memoirs are best understood as a series of vivid, imaginative paintings, full of strong colours and contrasts. They illustrate the past as he wanted to remember it, but not necessarily as it really was.

I have used many other sources, including the vast collections of military archives in the Public Record Office. A battalion’s movements on the Western Front, and the reasons for them, can often be worked out in detail, and I have tried to reconstruct each of the engagements Owen took part in. The recent release of thousands of officers’ personal files has also made it possible to identify many of his colleagues.

I have also drawn on some of my previous publications about Owen, referring to them in endnotes rather than repeating academic details. My Owen the Poet (1986) is a critical study, and Wilfred Owen: The Last Year (1992) is an illustrated account of Owen’s life in 1917–18. I have almost completely rewritten my 1917–18 chapters, adding new material and correcting errors.

Owen has often been enrolled by partisan critics as one of their own, sometimes on the flimsiest evidence. Pacifists have regarded him as a pacifist, socialists as a socialist; feminists, improbably, have assumed he was a feminist; Christians, including his mother, have insisted he was always a Christian. He has been described as a practising sado-masochist, apparently on the grounds that one of his war poems mentions belts and straps; and his ready affection for children has even allowed paedophiles to claim him. The truth is that he was avowedly not a pacifist, nor was he a socialist, although like Keats he was inclined to ‘take the liberal side of the question’. He was no misogynist, but he was scornful of women in wartime. He did not regain his early religious belief, even though he might never have described himself as an atheist. His imaginative processes undoubtedly contained strong sadomasochistic elements, but there is nothing to suggest that he ever voluntarily gave them physical expression. As for children, it was perfectly acceptable in his day for young men to make friends with them. Owen delighted in young company, but with his strict moral upbringing he would never have sexually interfered with a child.

One claim often made about Owen is undoubtedly true, although there are still people who prefer not to believe it. He was gay – not that there was an accepted adjective in his time for the love that dared not speak its name. There is abundant evidence in his writing of a strong homoerotic impulse, something that he seems to have recognised and accepted without much difficulty. Evidence for sexual relationships is necessarily less obvious, but there are a good many clues that he was neither ignorant nor completely inexperienced. Caution was essential in an age when gay men were always at risk from blackmailers and the law, and secrecy became a continuing theme in his poetry.

Owen would have survived the war if the attempted canal crossing at Ors had been called off earlier. Ten minutes might have been enough. Writing about his death was an ordeal that I put off for many weeks, but his daily companionship during the last five years has been an immense pleasure. He lived his life to the full: everything interested him, and he was never bored. He had a wicked sense of humour, an ironic eye for social pretension and an ear for comic voices. He loved words and language; even if he had written no poems he would deserve to be remembered as one of the finest letter writers of his century. He knew that his capacity for pleasure made him vulnerable to pain, and he experienced both, making poetry out of them with enormous skill and courage. The endearing, sometimes pretentious young versifier, self-absorbed, class-conscious and pedantic, grew into a fiercely compassionate, deeply impressive man. His achievement testifies to the enduring strength of poetry and of the human spirit.

Dominic Hibberd
Kingham
April 2002


1
From Plas Wilmot to Wilmot House

‘Sir Wilfred Edward Salter-Owen.’ So Susan Owen wrote her son’s name early in March 1894, as she wrapped up a lock of his baby hair and hid the little package in her jewel-box. He was almost a year old. His carefully chosen names would allow him to have a hyphen like the local gentry when he became famous.1 Three Christian names were unheard-of even on her side of the family until now, and her husband had been christened plain ‘Tom’. Sir Wilfred Edward Salter-Owen of Plas Wilmot, Oswestry, Shropshire. It is usually said that she wanted her eldest son to become a clergyman, but her first ambitions for him were more worldly. The house would be his one day, with its paddocks and fields, and the garden and specimen trees she could see from the bedroom window. He bore the name of the man who had built it, her mother’s father, Edward Salter, and Edward’s ambition to raise the family up in the world was going to be fulfilled by his great-grandson.2

Susan would have been appalled to know that within three years Plas Wilmot would be lost, and her children would grow up knowing little or nothing about their Salter relations. The Salters are never mentioned in Wilfred’s letters, nor in his brother Harold’s memoirs, Journey from Obscurity. Harold suspected the two families might be connected, but when in 1964 he wrote to a distant cousin, Emma Salter, asking if she knew why Wilfred had been christened Salter, she replied that there was no blood relationship whatever. She could remember playing with Wilfred at Plas Wilmot, and could only suppose he had been given his third name because her mother and Susan had been friends.3 Harold’s ignorance and Miss Salter’s denial suggest that the two families had lost touch many years before. Susan may have found it hard to make contact with her relations or talk about them to her children after the ancestral home was sold.

There had been numerous Salters in the Oswestry area since the early Middle Ages, and Susan’s direct ancestry can easily be traced back to the late seventeenth century. Among her Georgian and Victorian relatives were several printer-booksellers, two clockmakers and at least two mayors. One wrote a book on angling, and another, unusually for a Salter, became an officer in the militia, so Wilfred was not the tribe’s first author or soldier. Susan would have been brought up to think of the Salters as a long-established, highly respectable family, and of her own branch as the most respectable of all, owning the best house and the most land.

The Edward Salter who built Plas Wilmot was a joiner, born in 1797, son of an Oswestry timber merchant. In 1829 he began building a villa on the edge of his native town, hoping to live there as a country gentleman. The house is charming and unpretentious, built well but not for show. The largest of the five original bedrooms is only fourteen foot square, although Edward’s high standards are evident in the room’s handsome coved ceiling and sturdy panelled door. French windows open from the parlour into the garden, where the gabled front quietly echoes the pediments of grander houses. The long boundary wall to the lane and the little cottage for servants imply a prosperous estate, but the formal lawns soon give way to fields and a large kitchen garden, and the big stable yard next to the house seems almost a farmyard.

Edward never lived at Plas Wilmot. He died aged thirty-two, while the builders were still at work. At least his new status was recognised, and he was officially recorded as a ‘gentleman’, not as a joiner. His young widow and their four children moved into the new house. She had to run the property as a business, farming more than four acres of arable land, four of meadow and one of pasture, as well as the kitchen garden, responsibilities that must have been a heavy burden. She died of heart failure in 1842, and Plas Wilmot passed to the eldest of the children, Mary, who was only twenty-one. All four of the young Salters were able to maintain the social level won for them by their father: Mary was a landed proprietress, one of her two brothers became a clergyman, the other a surgeon, and her sister married a doctor. They were probably sustained by Evangelical religion, like many Victorians of their generation. Mary was well known locally in later life for her church and charitable work, and her children were brought up to be strictly Evangelical.
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Mary Salter of Plas Wilmot was a desirable match, but she did not marry until she was thirty-five. Her husband, Edward Shaw, two months her junior, was a farmer’s son, born at Shobdon, Herefordshire, in 1821. He had moved to Oswestry in his late twenties, buying an ironmongery business at 16 Bailey Street and soon becoming influential in the town. He and Mary had four children: Mary (‘May’) Salter in 1860,4 Emma Yeld in the following year, Edward Gough in 1863 and Harriett Susan, Wilfred’s mother, who was born at Plas Wilmot on 17 March 1867. The two youngest children were christened at the town’s second Anglican church, Holy Trinity, in preference to the great parish church of St Oswald. Edward Shaw seems to have transferred his allegiance to the smaller church, and in due course two of his grandchildren, Wilfred and Mary Owen, were also to be christened there.

Under Shaw’s pious but far from parsimonious rule, Plas Wilmot came into its own at last as a family home. It was probably in his time that the house was considerably enlarged and altered. The 1871 census shows him and Mary living there with their four children, a governess, a cook and a housemaid. Had the census listed animals as well, it might have recorded a parrot and a cat or two, sheep and a few cattle, pigs, geese, ducks, a horse for the carriage, and a collection of prize fowls, Shaw being a well-known poultry fancier often called on to judge shows. Described in the census as magistrate and ironmonger, he was also a town councillor and had just served a year as mayor. He was strongly conservative in politics, holding office in the anti-radical Primrose League and chairing the local Tories for at least one election, and he was equally conservative in religion, a dedicated Evangelical. When he resigned in 1872 as Superintendent of the St Oswald’s Sunday School after sixteen years’ service, the congregation presented him with an inkstand, acknowledging the inadequacy of the gift but declaring that ‘in prayerful love we point you onward for your full reward to the Bright Day of our Coming Lord’.5 The Shaw children grew up amid this kind of language, the three girls becoming almost as devout as their parents. Edward junior, however, was inclined to rebel.

It may be that public duties and worries about his increasingly wayward son distracted the elder Shaw’s attention from his main source of income. It would have been easy for him to leave the running of the ironmongery business to his employees, of whom there were probably a dozen or more.6 Men in his workshops made nails, tools and tinware for sale in the Bailey Street premises, where there were many other items in stock: ranges, grates and chimney-pieces, bedsteads, farm machinery and corrugated iron, cutlery, brooms, paint and sometimes even groceries. Despite the outward prosperity of the shop, its proprietor’s finances were apparently less sound than they should have been.

In 1884 the eldest of the Shaw girls, May, married Richard Loughrey, an Irish-born doctor with a practice in the East End of London. The lane outside the house was decorated with flags and an arch of evergreens, bearing the motto ‘Long Life and Happiness to Mr and Mrs Loughrey’, and cannon were fired at intervals during the day.7 The transition from Plas Wilmot to the Mile End Road in Stepney must have been hard for May, but her decision to share her husband’s labours among the poor had no doubt been made with much prayer.

Less than two years later it was Emma Shaw’s turn to be married. Like her sister, she chose a man who worked for the London poor, although John Gunston was a trader rather than a doctor.8 He ran a chain of pork shops in Bermondsey and Southwark, in partnership with his father Robert. Pork was the cheapest meat in those days. ‘The poorer the district, the more money I make,’ Robert Gunston used to say, and he made a good deal. Every Saturday he would go round his shops in a hansom cab to collect the takings. The Gunstons were not ‘carriage folk’, but they had money and time for civilised living at their house in Brixton, and Robert’s three children had been brought up to enjoy literature and the arts. The eldest son was a brilliant maths don at Cambridge, the daughter a talented painter, and John a keen pianist and photographer. The bride’s parents must have been pleased, especially as there was every chance that John Gunston would eventually inherit a share of his father’s wealth and be free to retire.

The third of the Shaw sisters, Susan, fell in love with a railway clerk named Tom Owen. Tom and Susan are always said to have been introduced by young Edward Shaw before Tom went to India in 1880, but the only source for that story, as for so many others, is Journey from Obscurity, the memoirs of Tom’s second son, Harold, whose chronology is often unreliable. If Harold is right that Tom arrived in Oswestry at the age of fifteen, that is to say in 1877–8, the bride-to-be was only ten or eleven. Tom may well have got to know her brother, but he is unlikely to have promised to marry Susan or even to have seen much of her before he went abroad. It was no doubt assumed in the Shaw family that Susan’s lot in life, like that of many other youngest daughters, was to devote herself to looking after her parents.

Quiet and affectionate, with dark blue eyes, fine skin and a pleasant, shy face that some people thought beautiful, Susan busied herself with household affairs and practised some of the accomplishments proper to a young lady, playing the harp with modest skill and winning a prize or two for her competent little sketches and paintings. When she read novels she was inclined to skip to the happy endings.9 Her version of religion, which she clung to all her life, was that one should trust in God unquestioningly, in complete confidence that He had prepared a ‘Home’ for His children, a kind of celestial Plas Wilmot where everyone would be reunited. The Bible assured her this would be so, and she read it dutifully, memorising the so-called ‘promise texts’ and sometimes writing in a date. Yet her apparent passivity was misleading: in some ways she was strong-willed, expecting other people to behave and think as she did and firmly closing her mind to alien ideas.

Her faith and strength were soon tested. Her brother Edward, an only son with three sisters to make a fuss of him, may have been spoiled from childhood. He had become a skilled footballer, good enough to play for Wales for several seasons, but in 1884 the Welsh selectors decided he was English and dropped him.10 That year, aged twenty-one, he came into some money left to him by a Salter great-uncle, and perhaps as a result he got into bad company and started drinking.11 Sometimes he would return late at night, firing a shotgun in the yard, and Susan would have to calm him down and get him to bed. Here again the only source for the story is Harold Owen, who blames the ‘excessively morbid’ religion of the elder Shaws and their ‘unbending and wilfully blind attitude to life’, but as he never knew his grandparents and was heavily biased against the religiosity which his mother inherited from them, he may not be entirely accurate. Susan herself blamed drink, and she later trained her children to regard alcohol as a hideous evil: hence Wilfred’s reference years later to ‘the Tragedy of Uncle Edward Shaw, torn up by the roots by a perverted appetite’.12 Harold may well be right, though, in saying that the more the son rioted, the more the father reprimanded and quoted scripture. In the end the young man disappeared, sending a message that he was going to America. He was later reported to be in Colorado, and that was the last the family heard of Edward Gough Shaw.

The parents must have taken the loss of their only son as something almost worse than a bereavement. They had been shamed, and a soul had been lost for the Lord. Susan probably felt more strongly than ever that her place was at their side, although by now she had met Tom Owen, who was back from India and working in Shrewsbury. Maybe he had helped to get her brother away from sessions in the pub and taken him home, earning the family’s gratitude. By 1890 Tom and Susan seem to have been engaged. In 1891 Edward and Mary Shaw, both now seventy, contracted influenza, Mary becoming seriously ill. They cannot have been too keen on their daughter’s marrying a railway clerk from a humble background, but they must have decided it was time for Susan to be settled, and the wedding was arranged for 8 December. On 22 November Susan went to church twice, noting the texts of the lessons in the back of her Bible and adding two lines from the devotional poetry she was fond of reading: ‘Not a single shaft can hit / Until the God of love sees fit’. Her mother died seven days later. The wedding went ahead in St Oswald’s as planned, but the bride was dressed in black.

It would not have escaped the notice of the Oswestry guests at the wedding that the groom’s family was less genteel than the Shaws and Salters. The Owens were natives of Nantwich in Cheshire, where their forefathers had lived for generations, though their surname implied a Welsh origin. Several of the men were shoemakers. Tom’s mother Martha had spent much of her life working as a clothier and small shopkeeper. His father William, a thin kindly man with an enormous moustache and piercing blue eyes, had been a tailor among other things, and was now a commercial traveller in drapery.

In later years Tom Owen could make his ancestry sound romantic. His son Harold remembered how he would talk of ‘good stock’, possibly descended from one Baron Lewis Owen, a famous Sheriff of Merionethshire in Tudor times, and of gradual slippage into the yeoman class, with the ‘occasional flurry of more exalted station’ and a few adventurous sailors. Tom loved to tell a good story, especially to Harold his favourite son, and if he could bring the sea into it so much the better. The Baron, who had certainly existed, was claimed by several noble families in their pedigrees, but his connection with Tom’s family seems a trifle unlikely. Harold was Tom’s loyal ally, and like Wilfred he was taught to be intensely class-conscious, so in his memoirs he makes the Owens sound as impressive as he can. The reality was more awkward. He is almost cruelly dismissive of the only senior Owen he knew, his grandfather William, half confessing that he had thought of the old man as an embarrassment.

It was presumably as a result of Tom’s stories and the family surname that both Harold and Wilfred Owen believed themselves to be Welsh by distant descent. Wilfred shared the common Victorian view that Celts had poetry and fighting in their veins. When he was on the Hindenburg Line in 1918 he thought of ‘my forefathers the agile Welshmen of the Mountains’, and Harold echoes that in Journey from Obscurity by claiming to have heard ‘the succouring cry from the mountains’ at moments of danger. On the other hand, in border towns such as Oswestry and Shrewsbury it was socially more desirable to be English. When Wilfred was described as a Welsh poet in a 1944 radio broadcast, his sister wrote to The Listener to say that ‘we are an English family’. ‘Wilfred … would, I feel sure, have mildly resented the suggestion that he was Welsh.’13 Mary’s letter, her only known public utterance, was actually written for her by Harold. By the time he came to write his memoirs some twenty years later, attitudes were changing and he was happy to claim Welsh descent for both his parents.

The Nantwich church registers trace Tom Owen’s ancestry as far back as 1799, when one John Owen, a currier, married Ellen Booth. A currier’s job was to scrape the fat off raw animal hides to prepare them for tanning. John’s son, another John, born in the year of the marriage, followed his father into the leather trade, becoming a cordwainer or shoemaker. Shoemaking was a major cottage industry in the town, the ‘Nantwich boot’ being popular among Lancashire and Yorkshire workers. In 1832 John junior married Hannah Pace, probably the daughter of the local butcher, and husband and wife began working as a team like many of their neighbours, Hannah putting the finishing touches to John’s boots and shoes. The couple lived in a series of houses in Welsh Row, the ancient street that leads westwards out of Nantwich. By the time of the 1851 census John could describe himself proudly as a ‘master employing four men’, but Hannah was still a bootbinder and their current home – I Nixson’s Row, the end house of a terrace recently built by a friend – was tiny and crowded with children. When John died in 1870 his death certificate recorded him as a taxidermist. He had evidently developed his skills into a more specialised business. One of his sons followed his example: there is no evidence that either Wilfred or Harold Owen was ever aware of their great-uncle Edward, but well into their lifetimes he was still working in Nantwich, advertising himself as a ‘professor of taxidermy – birds, beasts and reptiles preserved’.

William Owen, the second son of John and Hannah, was born in 1837. In 1859 he married Martha Millard, a grocer’s daughter from Wiltshire, and set up home at 86 Welsh Row.14 He had started out as an apprentice shoemaker, but by the time of the 1861 census he was a garment cutter and Martha was a waistcoat maker. Two of his brothers are listed as shoemakers, two more as a painter and a labourer. Clearly there were no ‘flurries of more exalted station’ in these generations of the Owen family. William and Martha were as enterprising as their circumstances allowed, and while she put her experience to good use by opening a grocery and clothes shop, he took up provisions dealing as well as tailoring. At times he also worked as a commercial traveller, perhaps for one of the town’s cloth mills.

Tom, the second of William and Martha’s four children, was born on 30 May 1862 in Welsh Row. Like his contemporary the young Edward Shaw, Tom grew up as the only brother of three sisters – Ann born in 1859, Edith in 1864 and Emily in 1869 – and he too longed for escape and adventure.15 The houses in Welsh Row backed on to fields between the River Weaver and the steep embankment of Telford’s Shropshire Union Canal, where the barges went slowly past, high above roof level, and the boy developed a lifelong passion for boats and water. He also became an enthusiastic observer of plants, animals and the night sky, in due course doing his best to pass these interests on to his children.16 According to Harold, Tom was ‘quite heartlessly’ sent away from home at fifteen to earn his living after a brief basic education, but the education must have been a little more than basic and the parents less than heartless in an age when many working-class boys had to leave school at twelve. Tom learned enough to do clerical work, and he was taken on by Cambrian Railways, an Oswestry-based company.17 He seems to have been an agreeable young man, short but sturdy, energetic, a good cricketer, with a fine singing voice and ready smile, but he had neither money nor connections. If he did indeed become acquainted with the ten-year-old Susan Shaw, he would have known he was aiming too high. In any case he wanted to see the world before settling down.

On 23 September 1880 Tom set out on the one great adventure of his life, working his passage to India. Long afterwards he would tell Harold enthralling tales of this voyage, sometimes, as a great treat and in a meticulous, secret ritual, showing him the certificate of discharge which proved that Tom Owen, aged eighteen, had served as a ‘Boy’ aboard the SS Benalder from Liverpool to Bombay, earning the captain’s commendation ‘V.G.’ for ability and conduct. He had got himself a clerkship with the Great Indian and Peninsula Railway, in the company’s head offices in Bombay. That much of the India story is certainly true, for the certificate survives and Tom is listed as a GIPR clerk in the 1884 Bombay directory, but what follows comes from Harold, who seems to have misremembered a good deal of it. According to Harold, Tom joined the ‘Indian Militia Volunteers’ and a sailing club, and did so well at his job that he had every chance of a ‘spectacular’ career. He remained in India for four years, corresponding with Susan several times a week, hoping she would join him as soon as they could afford to get married. Then he fell seriously ill, and the doctors advised home leave. He was reluctant to go, until Susan wrote that her mother was dying, her brother drinking and her father in financial trouble, whereupon Tom returned to Oswestry like a knight to the rescue. By the time he got back, old Mrs Shaw was dead, but the wedding was held as soon as possible. The young husband moved into Plas Wilmot and joined ‘an English railway … with a salary of only seventy-five pounds a year’.

It may be that Harold is simply repeating the story his father had told him, but he enjoyed romancing as much as Tom did. His memoirs are strongly influenced by guilt about his father, whom he thought the family had always undervalued, and by resentment against his mother. The rescue story not only makes Tom seem chivalrous, but also implies that Susan had been to blame for her husband’s thwarted prospects. Harold remembered how bitterly his father regretted having been unable to pursue a sea career, how often he revealed – apparently only to Harold – his nostalgia for ships and distant places, and how furious he would sometimes be at the restrictions of domestic and office life. Nevertheless, however much Harold may have wanted to believe otherwise, Tom did not give up India for Susan’s sake. It is true that the young clerk came home after four years, but the wedding did not take place until 1891, seven years later. In December 1884 Tom started work as a clerk with the London & North Western and Great Western Joint Railways on an annual salary of sixty-five pounds, working in the Superintendent’s office at Shrewsbury station. His parents, William and Martha, moved to Shrewsbury from Nantwich, and until his marriage Tom seems to have lived with them.18

William Owen had got a job with Maddox & Company, Shrewsbury’s leading clothiers and drapers, probably earning more than he had ever done before. Martha no longer needed to keep a shop, and their new house, 2 Hawthorn Villas in Underdale Road, was small but modern and well-built, with a long garden. Two of their daughters were soon off their hands. In 1888 Edith was married in the Abbey, the family’s parish church in Shrewsbury, to Edward Quayle, a commercial clerk from Liverpool, and two years later, again in the Abbey, her sister Annie was married to John Taylor, a widower with several children. Journey from Obscurity does not reveal that Taylor was a newsagent, stationer and bookseller, with a shop in the suburbs of Manchester.19 Similarly, Harold never mentions Martha’s shop, nor Edward Shaw’s ironmongery business, while William Owen is merely said to have had ‘some connection with the wool trade and mills’ and John Gunston is described as ‘a successful London businessman’ rather than an owner of pork shops. Harold eventually reconciled himself to the idea of being Welsh, but he was never able to admit that one of his family’s principal occupations had been shopkeeping.

For Tom, as for his parents, Shrewsbury was an improvement on Nantwich. There was plenty of music to hear and take part in, and the Abbey Foregate Literary Society held regular meetings in winter to hear talks from writers and travellers.20 His parents’ house was close to the River Severn, and in the early mornings he could be a boy again, swimming, fishing and looking for birds’ nests. He either made or renewed his friendship with Edward Shaw junior, probably encountering him at games and admiring his prowess. Oswestry was only a brief train ride away, and a railway employee could get privilege tickets, so Plas Wilmot was easy to visit. By 1888 if not earlier Tom had met Susan Shaw, soon introducing her to his family, and in 1890 she was a witness, perhaps even a bridesmaid, at Annie Owen’s wedding.21 That Susan was willing to be courted shows that her suitor must have been able to share in her Evangelical faith. She and her parents would not have compromised on that, and Harold’s later efforts to present his father as a sceptic are not to be relied on. Tom’s political views would also have earned approval; such evidence as there is suggests that he was almost as right-wing as old Edward Shaw.

Tom no doubt moved into Plas Wilmot as soon as he was married, commuting daily between Oswestry and Shrewsbury, where he continued to work in the Superintendent’s office. His salary was now ninety pounds a year. Susan had never lived anywhere but Plas Wilmot; she adored the place, but her husband must have been conscious of the contrast between it and the cramped little houses in which he had grown up. He cannot have been entirely at ease amid the immaculate table linen and gleaming silver, and the visitors who made polite conversation while trying not to hint that poor ‘Suzie’ had married beneath her.

Scarcely had Susan come out of mourning for her mother than she and Tom had another death to grieve over when his sister, Edith Quayle, died after a miscarriage in February 1892. Susan herself became pregnant in the summer. The burden on Tom was increased by Edward Shaw’s retirement in that year. The old man had been in partnership for some time at new premises in Cross Street, and he now sold his share to his colleague, Edwin Gardner. The shop remained in business for a decade or more under the name of Shaw & Gardner, but Mr Shaw ceased to receive income from it, and his capital was not enough to meet his expenses. If Tom saw his father-in-law’s accounts, he would have known that ruin could not be staved off for long.

The young couple’s first child, Wilfred Edward Salter Owen, was born at Plas Wilmot on 18 March 1893. It may only be modern legend that says he was born under the coved ceiling in the main bedroom, probably his grandfather’s room. The birth was perhaps supervised by Dr Roderick, the local physician, whose daughter Nelly was an old friend of Susan’s. The new baby no doubt absorbed his mother’s attention to the exclusion of most other matters, including financial worries, and he was swaddled in the elaborate shawls and caps of the period to be marvelled over by visiting friends and relations.

Susan’s sister Emma Gunston would have been among the first visitors. The two sisters were close, and Emma already had three children of her own, so she could give advice. No doubt the eldest sister, May Loughrey, came too, but Wilfred was to have no memories of her. May died of sudden peritonitis three years after he was born, leaving her husband with three small children. Susan kept in touch with Richard Loughrey, and Wilfred could remember being taken to see him in the East End at the age of five, but the doctor married again in 1899 and had more children, whom Wilfred was to meet rarely, if at all.22 May’s death, which must have caused great distress at Plas Wilmot, probably increased the intimacy between the two surviving sisters, and in due course Wilfred was to get to know the young Gunstons much better than any of his other cousins.

When Aunt Emma and her family came on a visit in about 1895, Uncle John assembled everyone in the house to pose for a photograph on the terrace: Susan and Wilfred, Emma and her children, Grandfather Shaw in his stovepipe hat, the two Welsh maids and the gardener’s boy, even the cat and Jubilee the parrot. Wilfred sits on his mother’s knee, deep in his own thoughts, his doll lying forgotten at his feet. Many of the early pictures of him show this ‘small dark look’, as Harold calls it, a slightly mysterious look, intelligent, secret and detached.23 Wilfred was going to go his own way.

Family memory later gave the last five years at Plas Wilmot a mythic status, representing them as a final summer in the Garden of Eden, but in reality they began with the death of Susan’s mother and ended with that of her father, and in between came the final loss of contact with her brother, the deaths of Edith Quayle and May Loughrey, the slow decline of old Mr Shaw, and what must have been severe financial worries for Tom. Even the birth of Wilfred’s sister, Mary Millard Owen, on 30 May 1896,24 was not an entirely joyful event; she was a frail, tiny baby, and for months her life was in danger. Tom must have foreseen that he and Susan would soon have to sell Plas Wilmot: already in 1896 the Shrewsbury directory shows his name in place of his father’s at Hawthorn Villas in Underdale Road. It was a sad irony that Susan’s family had originally seemed far superior to Tom’s, yet now he had to fall back on his own parents, who had never had any money to spare. If that pained him, it must have galled Susan.

Tom distracted himself, as he was often to do when things got difficult, by building a model boat. The SS Susan was his finest creation, an exquisitely detailed working steamer, and he sailed her on the little lake at Plas Wilmot. Once she caught fire, but he rescued her, and for many years afterwards she was kept in a glass case to be admired by children and visitors. Despite the Susan, though, the young Wilfred was never attracted to seagoing as his father hoped he might be. The child was photographed in a sailor suit, holding a toy boat Tom had made for him, but Susan made him military uniforms and he was just as happy to pose for the camera as a soldier, looking appropriately stern.

On 14 January 1897 Edward Shaw went into the garden as usual to inspect his birds. Next morning he was found to have suffered a stroke, and by the evening he was dead. The funeral was held at Holy Trinity, with John Gunston, Tom Owen and Edwin Gardner as chief mourners. A posse of police and several councillors also attended, for the old man had been eminent in Oswestry for many years. His house and possessions had to be disposed of immediately. Susan kept some of the silver, china and linen, but apart from these and a few other treasures everything that could be moved was auctioned on 16 March, from the drawing-room walnut furniture and the fine piano to the stairrods and doormats. The pony carriage went, with the cob that pulled it, and old Edward’s dozen Brahma fowls; even the iron railings round the paddock were rooted up. Many books went too, including an old ‘breeches’ bible and volumes of Shakespeare, Milton, Pope, Byron and Burns.25 When all the creditors were paid, the residue of the estate, little more than a hundred pounds, was divided between Susan, Emma Gunston and, presumably, the Loughrey children. Harold says most of Susan’s share had to be spent on medical care for Mary.

The loss of the family home and so many heirlooms was a bitter, very public humiliation. Whether Tom and Susan were blamed or merely pitied, they must have dreaded having to face Salter relations, many of whom still lived locally. There could be no future for the Owens in Oswestry.

According to Harold, Tom was given a job in Birkenhead after leaving Oswestry, but he could find nowhere for the family to live. He applied for another transfer and was appointed to a temporary post at Shrewsbury, where Harold was born. Then another job came up in Birkenhead, and this time the family was able to join him there. This move is always said to have taken place early in 1898, but railway and other records show that Tom did not in fact leave Shrewsbury until 1900. Not long after the sale of Plas Wilmot the Owens were at ‘Wilmot House’ in Canon Street, Shrewsbury, the last house at the newest end of a very new street. They were probably the first tenants, and they must have chosen the name, arranging for it to be boldly inscribed over the door, where it can still be seen. Their third child, William Harold Owen, was born in the house on 5 September 1897. Tom is described on the birth certificate as a ‘Relief Clerk’ at the railway station, and his name is in the Shrewsbury street directory for 1899, both in Canon Street and at 2 Hawthorn Villas.

If myth has exaggerated the delights of Plas Wilmot, it has also exaggerated the miseries that followed. Harold describes the house in Canon Street as ‘rather shabby … in a long street of other mean little houses – all exactly the same’. As so often, he instinctively colours his narrative, highlighting the contrast between his own birthplace and Wilfred’s. Wilmot House was certainly no Plas Wilmot, but it was neither mean nor particularly small and the street was far from uniform. Tom had known the area well for years, becoming very fond of it. Underdale Road, only a few streets away, was an old lane that still led into fields, and some of the houses on the opposite side to Hawthorn Villas were quite grand, their gardens sloping down to the River Severn. The grandparents’ upper windows looked past a large, elaborately ornamented villa to river meadows and the spires and castle battlements of the old town. Nevertheless Harold reserves the district’s attractions for a later stage in his story. In the immediate post-Oswestry period he wants to emphasise the depths to which the family has fallen, so his memoirs depict the Owens’ part of Shrewsbury as a near-slum: the old people live in a ‘horrid little house’, and when the young Harold looks out of one of their upstairs windows he sees urban litter and the line of ‘mean’ little houses that appears in most of the remembered streets of his childhood.26 Plas Wilmot has already become the lost paradise.

The Owens lived at Wilmot House for three years, until Wilfred was almost seven. He probably went to an infants’ school, unless Susan chose to teach him at home, and he could certainly read and write quite competently by the age of five. After his mother’s death an envelope was found in her jewel-box marked ‘Wilfie’s first letter, 1898’:

my dear mother

i no that you have got there safely. We are making huts. I have got a lantern, and we are lighting them up to-night.

With love from Wilfred I remain your loving son Wilfred27


2
Schoolboy

Birkenhead 1900–1907

On 1 February 1900 Tom Owen was appointed stationmaster at Woodside, the Joint Railways’ main terminus in Birkenhead. Susan and the children must have waited in Shrewsbury until he could find a house: the Birkenhead Institute register shows that Wilfred Owen of 7 Elm Grove did not start in the school’s Preparatory Department until 11 June, although term had begun in April.1 Wilfred’s youngest brother, Colin Shaw Owen, was born at Elm Grove on 24 July. It must have been an exhausting year for Susan, and she began to be a chronic invalid, taking to her bed with unidentified ailments or going away for weeks at a time. The family’s troubles in Birkenhead have often been overstated, however, mainly because accounts of their life in the town have been taken from Harold Owen, who had painful memories of his childhood. It is easy to miss Harold’s comment that the Birkenhead years were the most tranquil in Wilfred’s life.2

Harold says the new house was in a smelly slum, occupied by dockers, stevedores and their unwashed children and ‘slatternly’ wives (‘slatternly’ is one of his favourite adjectives), and his description of the family’s arrival is one of the most vivid scenes in his memoirs.3 Aged about two-and-a-half, he had developed a high fever and was only intermittently aware of his surroundings:

I was being unloaded from a dark and dripping cab on to a black wet pavement in a dank and evil-smelling street outside one of a long line of small, squalid, and near-slum dwellings. Our cab driver, who was terribly drunk, threw off our boxes and bags, somehow regained his seat and drove away, cursing and singing very loudly. When we had groped our way into the house, and my father had made a light, the floor and walls of the passage and the small room leading from it appeared to surge and lift as if covered with a simmering treacle. We had been welcomed to our new home by armies of black beetles. The disgusting crunching as our feet pressed down on these horrible insects, the loathsome smell of the air in the house … was more than my small body could withstand. I was immediately and very violently sick, and the last impression I had before consciousness once again drifted away from me, was of Wilfred’s protective rush towards me, the feel of his arms around me, and the fearful sight of the racing heaving black mass of beetles converging upon what I had thrown up.

No. 7 had stood empty for a while, and there was a patch of open ground – now and probably then a bowling green – beyond the back garden, so perhaps the house had indeed become infested, but the thickly-applied adjectives reveal the painter at work. Harold establishes his loathing of Birkenhead, the shame of having to live there, and his role as the most pitiable member of a close family group, and he ends with one of his first images of Wilfred, the elder brother who could show affection in a crisis – though not at other times, as Harold soon reveals.

Elm Grove, a street of detached and semi-detached villas and one small terrace, was by no means a slum. In fact it was one of the best locations on the upper slopes of Higher Tranmere, a steep hill well secluded from industry and the town centre. At the top end there were tall piers and a gate for privacy, made more imposing by the adjacent stone walls of a convent. Occupants of the smaller houses included an engine driver and even one stevedore, but among the more typical residents were a former parliamentary candidate, the secretary of the local Conservative Association and, just before the Owens came, the assistant curator of the Walker Art Gallery in Liverpool. No. 7 itself was semidetached, with a garden and an elm tree, four bedrooms, an attic room for a maid and an array of nine bells to summon her from anywhere in the house. If Susan complained that her new home was far inferior to Plas Wilmot, Tom might have been tempted to reply that it was very much better than anything he had known as a child.
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7 Elm Grove, Birkenhead (centre)



It may be, indeed, that Tom was too ambitious in choosing such a good area, although he was not as badly off as Harold repeatedly suggests. His annual salary had gone up to £150, a respectable figure but only twenty pounds more than he had reached in Shrewsbury.4 Elm Grove may have proved too expensive, or perhaps he had taken the house cheaply at the end of a lease. By November 1902 the family was at 14 Willmer Road, a street of harsh red-brick terraces at the bottom of the hill and much nearer the bottom of Higher Tranmere’s social scale.5 This may have been the house with the cockroaches, and it certainly had the gloomy little yard behind high walls that Harold mentions. Even here, though, the neighbours were not the dockers’ wives who figure in his descriptions, foul-mouthed harridans shouting insults at the respectably-dressed Owen children. Contemporary directories record no dockers or stevedores in Willmer Road. It was an unhappy time all the same, and Wilfred later referred to the ‘old dark days’ there. He kept his spirits up by lavishing affection on baby Colin, teaching him a few first words.6 Tom took a better house as soon as possible, and by November 1903 the Owens had moved to 51 Milton Road, halfway up the hill.

Birkenhead was not such a bad place to live. It had begun as a rural dormitory for commuters from Liverpool on the opposite bank of the Mersey, and there were parks, hills and views of the great river. World-class industry had followed, spawning grim areas of poor housing but also leafy suburbs and many amenities, including one of the first cinemas outside London, theatres, new swimming baths and a magnificent central square. The Mersey was full of shipping. The Joint Railways’ trains from Chester and London arrived at Woodside on the edge of the river, next to the ferry terminal in the heart of the town, and the nearby Mersey Railway could take passengers to the Wirral resorts and under the river to Liverpool. One regular commuter was Tom’s brother-in-law, Edward Quayle, who was working as a tinplate broker and doing well. He had actually become Tom’s brother-in-law twice over: some years after the death of his first wife Edith, he had married her sister Emily. Uncle Ted and Aunt Emmie, as the Owen children knew them, lived in Wallasey, one of the seaside towns at the top end of the Wirral. There was one child by the first marriage and would soon be two by the second, so the young Owens were to have cousins within easy reach, and the dunes, beaches and marine lakes of the peninsula were to become familiar territory.

One of the advantages of living in Higher Tranmere was that Wilfred, and later Harold, were near the only independent middle-class school in Birkenhead. Parents wanting secondary education for their children had been obliged to send them to Liverpool until 1889, when a local philanthropist, George Atkin, had founded the Birkenhead Institute Limited. He established the school as a commercial company with shareholders, directors and – in theory and occasionally in practice – dividends, on the principle that parents should take responsibility for their children’s education if they could afford to do so. A long stone building had been constructed in Whetstone Lane near Elm Grove, and the Institute had been opened by the Duke of Westminster, Cheshire’s biggest landowner. The motto was Doctor in se semper divitias habet (‘A learned man always has riches in himself’), but actual finances were always to be difficult. The Duke helped a little: when one of the founding directors undertook to pay for an annual scholarship of twenty pounds, the Duke promised another, admitting he was rumoured to be not altogether impecunious.

Every chance was taken for favourable publicity, and enamel advertisements for the school were placed at the Wirral stations, including two at Woodside. Parents must often have heard the argument urged on them at Speech Day ten years after the opening: now that the working classes were being well educated by the state, the middle classes would be left behind unless parents were willing to make sacrifices. By 1900, Wilfred’s first year, a new building for science and art was being planned, and the directors risked going into debt to pay for it, hoping the Institute would qualify for a grant as a ‘School of Science’. When the new laboratory was opened in 1902, the guest list included the names of Mr and Mrs Owen.

Wilfred was just under seven years and three months old when he entered the Preparatory Department in 1900. The Prep shared the same congested site as the Junior and Senior Schools, an unsatisfactory arrangement that meant mingling with much older boys. Harold found this difficult a few years later, but Wilfred, self-reliant and hard-working, made a few quiet friends and stood aside from the crowd in the playground. He did well in class, earning the regard of Miss Martha Farrell, the mistress who had been in charge of the Prep since the school’s foundation. Harold tells a story of being invited home for the night by Miss Farrell and being required to share a bed with her, much to his horror. If Wilfred had to undergo a similar ordeal he must have been less shocked by it. He was happy to visit Miss Farrell in 1908 after the family had left Birkenhead, writing unconcernedly to Harold that she sent her love.7 After two terms at the Prep he was awarded a prize for coming second in his form, and his parents may have seen him collect it at the 1901 Speech Day in the Town Hall.8 He became an avid reader and developed a clear, steady handwriting, illustrating his letters with little sketches of people and animals. His second surviving letter, dated April 1902 by Harold long afterwards, was written from Shrewsbury, where he was staying with his grandparents and doing some gardening. William Owen apparently liked to give visiting grandchildren a piece of ground to look after. In September of that year Wilfred met a new pupil at the Institute, Alec Paton, a tall, lanky boy, slow of speech and serious of mind, who became his closest school friend. They both went up into the Junior School in the following January and started Latin.
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In November 1902 Wilfred enrolled in the Sunday School at Christ Church, just across the valley from Higher Tranmere. If the Birkenhead Institute had been one factor in the Owens’ choice of a place to live, Christ Church, Evangelical and in a highly respectable district, must have been another. The Owens would have rented a pew, as there were no free seats except where the servants sat in the galleries, and they would have thought the money well spent. Evangelicals attached great importance to membership of a church committed to the Ministry of the Word. The best preachers became well known, and few Birkenhead ministers were more famous than the Vicar of Christ Church, Canon W.H.E Robson, a superb speaker with a saintly, magnetic personality. His death in 1914 was a major local event, with crowds lining the streets and at least fifty clergymen attending the funeral. Every Sunday he would address his large congregation (the church held a thousand or more) with such power that his words touched every listener personally, yet he believed in action more than in talking and spent his weekdays in tireless parish work. Comments about ‘the Canon’ in Wilfred’s letters show that he and his mother held Robson in very high regard.9 Outside the family there was perhaps no one who influenced the young Wilfred more profoundly.

The Sunday School movement was still strong. In Birkenhead alone there were forty-six such schools, catering for over eleven thousand children, and Wilfred joined one of the most active. On three Sundays a month some two or three hundred children crowded into the big hall below the church, sitting in groups according to age and sex. ‘Redeeming the time’, said the motto round the clock on the tower, and at Christ Church time was never allowed to be wasted. Under the watchful eye of a Superintendent, the teachers introduced children to the Bible’s stories and promises. ‘To neglect the study of God’s Word is a deadly sin,’ Robson told confirmation candidates, and he would have said the same thing from the pulpit on the first Sunday of each month, ‘Church Sunday’, when the children attended a service instead of class.10

Parents would have been encouraged to help, and for several months after Wilfred started Sunday School there are dates in Susan’s Bible. The earliest of these marked passages, apparently chosen by the Vicar, suggests the reassuring role mothers were expected to take: ‘Run now, I pray thee, to meet her, and say unto her, Is it well with thee? is it well with thy husband? is it well with the child? And she answered, It is well. Canon Robson Nov 2nd 1902’. Other verses include: ‘Fear not: for I have redeemed thee, I have called thee by thy name; thou art mine. Motto 1903’; ‘If we suffer, we shall also reign with him: Wilfred Sunday Feb 8th 1903’; ‘As one whom his mother comforteth, so I will comfort you; Wilfred Feb 16th 03 Promise text’.11 The family had recently moved to Willmer Road, so morale was low. Mother and son studied the Bible together until Wilfred was able to continue on his own, and for years afterwards he kept up the discipline of a daily ‘walk with the Lord’, reading a prescribed passage with the aid of Scripture Union notes in the approved, prayerful fashion. There must have been times when he felt himself to be in the very presence of Jesus, but the exercise was literary as well as religious, a regular, intense exposure of the imagination to a book. He learned the language of the Authorised Version, storing up words and phrases.

Private devotion was reinforced by public worship on Church Sundays, when the Canon’s preaching brought the Bible’s messages to life. Years later, when Wilfred had to give talks himself as a parish assistant at Dunsden, he asked his mother to send him old copies of the Christ Church magazine so that he could glean ideas from Robson’s sermons, and when he listened to a visiting preacher there he was vividly reminded of the Canon: ‘When he compresses his lips; droops the eyebrows, takes in a deep breath, and pats nervously with his hand upon the table – then the scene changes; I am in Christchurch!’12 The urgency in the Canon’s delivery reflected his passionate desire that waverers and non-believers should be saved before it was too late. Souls would face immediate judgement after death, and the only guarantee of salvation was faith in Christ. Such doctrines were no cause for anxiety to the true Christian, although they were an incentive to go out into the world and win souls for the Kingdom, but the Devil was always on the watch for signs of doubt. Hell was a reality. It was essential to keep one’s faith alive through worship, prayer and Bible study.

Wilfred probably had no doubts at Birkenhead, but Harold claims to have been unconvinced even as a child, and the descriptions of Susan’s religion in Journey from Obscurity are witheringly sarcastic. When Harold is about ten or eleven, for example, at the first of his schools in Shrewsbury, he is shocked to see some older boys exposing themselves in the latrines. He tries to tell Wilfred about it and Wilfred tells Susan, who earnestly advises Harold to put his trust in God.

In a reverently lowered voice she told me with frightening solemnity that if I went on like this – speaking of these things that were not nice – as I had done to Wilfred, then my feet would be set on a road which could only lead to eternal hellfire … good little boys did not see or hear these things … and then God saw to it that no harm came to them … If I did not try harder to be nicer I should not only displease God but break her own heart as well – so I must promise to stop speaking of these things even to Wilfred … and of course none of these things could possibly be true … I must stop making things up.13

The young Harold is unlikely to have been as sceptical as his adult self more than half a century later, but his portrait of Susan may have a good deal of truth in it. Wilfred also knew how she chose to shut her mind to anything unpleasant. Like the rest of the family he felt obliged to protect her, needing her steadfastness though subconsciously already longing to be free. Once during a childhood holiday he buried her in flowers while she pretended to be asleep. Her love towards them all never wavered, nor did her faith in divine providence. Writing to Alec Paton soon after Wilfred’s death, she repeated her conviction that a childlike trust in God would be rewarded with a place in heaven, where families and friends would be reunited.14 What seemed mere feebleness to Harold, at least in retrospect, was ‘waiting on the Lord’ to her, and the Canon would not have regarded her as inactive; there could be no greater service than rearing children to rely on God, read the Bible and pray.

Evangelicals prayed frequently, not only in private and in what Robson called ‘the great congregation’ but also as families and in groups, where anyone could pray aloud extempore as the Spirit moved. The Owens apparently never held daily prayers, but Wilfred’s early letters refer to ‘our service’ on Sundays and ‘our reading’ after weekday tea. The service developed into what Harold remembers as ‘Wilfred’s Church’, a Sunday evening event at which Wilfred officiated and preached, dressed in robes and mitre beautifully made for him by Susan. Victorian children, including Ruskin and Browning, had often preached to their families, though perhaps not in mitres. Harold says the services were conducted with perfect decorum, but he comments elsewhere that Wilfred could sometimes induce an ‘unnatural religious fervour’ in the other Owen children.15 Wilfred loved dressing up, and Susan would have enjoyed arraying him as a bishop, secretly hoping he might become one, but Harold thinks she may have become uneasy, fearing that Wilfred might be tempted into popery. The services eventually lapsed. With or without services, however, Susan must often have prayed with the children, their father attending when he could.

It may be that Tom’s commitment flagged in 1903 during the dismal months at Willmer Road. Susan would have been at her most miserable and pious, a state of mind that would have communicated itself to the children. She kept them aloof from other youngsters in the street, so the family was no doubt considered snobbish, a reputation enhanced by frequent visits from clergymen. The move to Milton Road must have been a great relief. Number 51 was semi-detached, with a tiny garden, and the view down the street was closed by the reassuring bulk of Christ Church looming on the opposite slope. Records identify the next-door neighbour as John Cannell, clerk, although Harold only remembers a sea-captain’s widow. If Mr Cannell had indeed been a Merchant Navy officer, Tom would have been delighted to have a nautical man next door. Susan became friendly with Mrs Cannell, an elderly lady who expected children to behave. It may have been in accordance with a New Year resolution that Tom started teaching in the Sunday School at the beginning of 1904. In March of that year he gave Susan Pilgrim’s Progress as a birthday present, perhaps as a pledge of renewed faith.

[image: ]
51 Milton Road, Birkenhead (left)



Harold claims that Tom joined the Sunday School before any of the children did, that the two eldest boys followed him only under protest, and that Tom soon gave up. The Superintendent’s log shows that it was actually Wilfred who joined first, followed by Harold a year later in November 1903, then their father (as a teacher) in January 1904 and Mary in the following May.16 Harold has Tom causing disapproval among the other teachers by telling his boys’ classes about ships rather than the Bible, an appropriate subject because the boys were mostly sons of stevedores or seamen. Not many parishioners in Claughton, Oxton and Higher Tranmere can really have been so employed, and in any case it would have been difficult for Tom to ignore the prevailing ethos of Christ Church. Nor did he give up, even though he was one of only half-a-dozen men in a team that otherwise consisted of some thirty maiden ladies (one of whom was Miss Farrell). He continued teaching for the rest of his time in Birkenhead, and the fact that he was willing to be seen as a committed Christian must have added weight to Susan’s displays of faith at home.

The adult Wilfred cannot be understood as man or poet unless his youthful experience of Evangelical religion is remembered. It was a religion based on the Word, on words, on language. He grew up in a family and congregation where there was frequent spoken contact, real or imagined, between individuals and God, who answered through scriptural texts. Wearing the armour of faith, Wilfred could feel himself to be a Christian soldier, marching as to war under Robson’s inspiring generalship. He was taught that his first task was to train himself spiritually, and when his faith was mature enough he would have to play his part in the great campaign of soul-winning. Perhaps it was testimony from him that persuaded his friend Alec Paton to join the Sunday School in May 1905. No one could be a true Christian without being filled with longing to reach out to people still lost in the darkness of unbelief. The Christian was special, belonging to a select fellowship, in the world yet not of it, sharing secret mysteries yet charged with the supreme public duty of being a messenger, warning and guiding, basing all his thinking on a thorough
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