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In 1895 Oscar Wilde was imprisoned for two years for being a practicing

homosexual, a crime in England at that time. Housman's poem, while

seemingly tongue-in-cheek, was written in protest of Wilde's incarceration

and a British court system so arbitary in its justice that a man could

conceivably be imprisoned because of "the colour of his hair."

The poem references hard labor punishments for prisoners which may be

unfamiliar to singers today. “Oakum” is tarred fiber used in caulking ships,

made by picking apart old rope by hand. Prisoners had to pick 3 to 6 pounds

per day, which caused lacerations and calluses on the hands. While the

“treadmill” is known today as an exercise device, it originated as a means of

producing power for grinding grain. Prisoners often were forced to walk the

treadmill 8 to 10 hours per day, 15 minutes on and 5 minutes off.
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ḣis

œ Œ ˙#
his

œ Œ ˙
hisœ Œ ˙
his

œ Œ ˙
dm his

wU
hair.

w#
U

hair.

wU
hair.

wU
hair.

ww
U

hair.

8


