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Oh Who Is That Young Sinner

Oh who is that young sinner with the handcuffs on his wrists? 
And what has he been after that they groan and shake their fists? 
And wherefore is he wearing such a conscience-stricken air? 
Oh they’re taking him to prison for the colour of his hair. 

’Tis a shame to human nature, such a head of hair as his;
In the good old time ’twas hanging for the colour that it is; 
Though hanging isn’t bad enough and flaying would be fair 
For the nameless and abominable colour of his hair. 

Oh a deal of pains he’s taken and a pretty price he’s paid 
To hide his poll or dye it of a mentionable shade;
But they’ve pulled the beggar’s hat off for the world to see and stare,
And they’re haling him to justice for the colour of his hair. 

Now ’tis oakum for his fingers and the treadmill for his feet 
And the quarry-gang on Portland in the cold and in the heat,
And between his spells of labour in the time he has to spare 
He can curse the God that made him for the colour of his hair. 

A. E. Housman (1859–1936) 
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Selected by Mark Gatiss (actor, writer). He writes: 

“This is a very beautiful and powerful poem inspired by a real incident, when Oscar Wilde was 
briefly at Clapham Junction station, being transferred to Reading Gaol. He was recognized 
and spat at by the mob, and Housman puts us in the position of an observer. But one with 
(perhaps shame-faced?) sympathy for the victim.... What he articulates brilliantly is that the 
‘young sinner’ has not made a choice but that his nature is as much a part of him as the col-
our of his hair. That though society has made him ‘hide’ they’ve now ‘pulled the beggar’s hat 
off for the world to see and stare’. There’s proper rage, too, in those closing lines.”

   For discussion: 

• A “young sinner” is publicly shamed and incarcerated for “the colour of his 
hair”. We might think of this poem as a satire. How does it work? What real 
‘crime’ is being alluded to here and why is it not directly addressed?

• The rhyme scheme here is very simple, one line rhymes with the next, all 
simple, one syllable words. What effect does this, combined with the rhythm, 
have on the reader or listener?

• Does this poem have parallels today that Housman might not have foreseen?
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Remember

Remember me when I am gone away,
          Gone far away into the silent land;
          When you can no more hold me by the hand, 
Nor I half turn to go yet turning stay. 
Remember me when no more day by day 
          You tell me of our future that you plann’d: 
          Only remember me; you understand 
It will be late to counsel then or pray.
Yet if you should forget me for a while 
          And afterwards remember, do not grieve: 
          For if the darkness and corruption leave 
          A vestige of the thoughts that once I had, 
Better by far you should forget and smile 
  Than that you should remember and be sad. 

Christina Rossetti (1830–1894) 

Selected by Joy Hunter (former typist for Winston Churchill). She writes: 

“Perhaps it’s because of my age (I’m ninety-three), but I love the way this sonnet ends. 
Life goes on and while loved ones are deeply missed, we remember those we love for 
what they have given us. I would wish to be remembered for the fun and enjoyment 
I’ve had with friends and the abiding love of my four generations of family.”

   For discussion:

• This poem is an address, with speech and thought process more in play than 
imagery. Who do you think is speaking here? And to whom?

• Look at the rhymes in this poem: ABBA, ABBA, CDDECE. What effect does 
the rhyming have? Can the constrictions of rhythm and rhyme have an emotional 
impact?

• There is one metaphor at work in the second line: “Gone away into the silent 
land”. What do you think this refers to? Why is it used here instead of speaking 
plainly? 
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Adlestrop

Yes. I remember Adlestrop –
The name, because one afternoon
Of heat the express-train drew up there 
Unwontedly. It was late June. 

The steam hissed. Someone cleared his throat. 
No one left and no one came
On the bare platform. What I saw
Was Adlestrop – only the name 

And willows, willow-herb, and grass, 
And meadowsweet, and haycocks dry, 
No whit less still and lonely fair
Than the high cloudlets in the sky. 

And for that minute a blackbird sang 
Close by, and round him, mistier, 
Farther and farther, all the birds
Of Oxfordshire and Gloucestershire. 

Edward Thomas (1878 - 1917)

   For discussion:

• What happens in this poem? What movement occurs? 
• How does this poem ask to be read? Quickly or slowly? What are 
the rhythms and rhymes doing?

• What kind of language is used here? Is it simple, poetic, evocative?
• What emotions does this poem provoke in you, and how do you 
think it achieves this effect? 
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The Call 

From our low seat beside the fire
Where we have dozed and dreamed and 
watched the glow
Or raked the ashes, stopping so
We scarcely saw the sun or rain
Above, or looked much higher
Than this same quiet red or burned-out fire. 
To-night we heard a call,
A rattle on the window-pane,
A voice on the sharp air,
And felt a breath stirring our hair,
A flame within us: Something swift and tall 
Swept in and out and that was all.
Was it a bright or a dark angel? Who can know? 
It left no mark upon the snow,
But suddenly it snapped the chain
Unbarred, flung wide the door
Which will not shut again;
And so we cannot sit here any more. 
We must arise and go:
The world is cold without
And dark and hedged about
With mystery and enmity and doubt,
But we must go
Though yet we do not know
Who called, or what marks we shall leave upon the snow. 

Charlotte Mew (1869–1928) 

   For discussion:

• What setting is presented and suggested here? When is the action taking 
place? What feelings do the time, weather conditions evoke? What senses 
are used in the imagery?

• Who do you think the “we” in this poem refers to? 
• This is a mysterious poem, leaving us with questions and doubts rather 
than answers. What do you think the “call” is? What is the “Something”? 
What does this poem mean to you? 
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  Listen along to the tie-in National Poetry Day podcast, Tell Me 
The Truth About Life: Poems That Matter and Why.  

Introduced by Cerys Matthews, five much-loved names - Michael 
Morpurgo, Jade Anouka, Henry Normal, Nikita Gill and Kate 

Clanchy - 
read and discuss their favourite poems with Susannah 

Herbert, Executive Director of Forward 
Arts Foundation.

Tell Me The Truth About Life: A National 
Poetry Day Anthology is published by 

Michael O’Mara Books
Available from all good bookshops

Hardback • £12.99

Available on iTunes and Spotify

Share your favourite poems on National Poetry Day on 3rd October 
using #NationalPoetryDay


