Walter de la Mare
The definitive biography of one of Britain’s most famous
poets The Life of Walter de la Mare - Imagination of the
Heart was published by Duckworth in 1993. It was written
over a period of 35 years by Theresa Whistler. She was the
granddaughter of Sir Henry Newbolt who was a close friend
of de la Mare. Excluding some 30 pages of references and an
impeccable index, the biography uses over 150,000 words
fills 444 pages, yet it is an absorbing and compelling read.
235 pages being devoted to the years between 1899 and 1924
when Jack lived in four homes in Beckenham and Anerley
and when, among many other stories and poems, he wrote
The Listeners in 1912. This was recited by Christian Strover
to an audience of over 300 people in St George’s Church,
Beckenham in the first Beckenham’s Famous concert in
2002 in St George’s Church, Beckenham.
De la Mare was born on April 25th, 1873 in Charlton and died on June 22nd, 1956, in Twickenham
and he is buried at St. Paul's Cathedral. His Christian names were Walter John but he preferred to be
known as 'Jack' by his family and friends as he disliked the name Walter.
From the age of 10, Jack spent the six years until 1889 at the St. Paul's Cathedral Choir School,
London. It seems that being at a choir school in Victorian times was little different from any other
school with fagging and beatings but the young de la Mare coped and became “a connoisseur of the
oratory and foibles of High Anglicans”.
The subsequent 18 years were spent ‘Floundering in Oil’ working long hours by day (and often
evenings) as a statistical clerk for the Anglo American (Standard) Oil Company in the Dickensian
conditions of the offices in Dock House, Billiter Street from 1890 to 1908.

During the long hours of work and commuting from South London and then, using Elmers End
Station, from his Beckenham and Anerley homes, Jack found time to write and compose poetry. His
wonderful wife, ‘Elfie’ (nee Elfrida Ingpen), at home with children, circulated his efforts to various
publishing houses and his efforts came to the attention of the Sir Henry Newbolt the poet and author
who became Jack’s champion and mentor. Eventually he used his power and influence to secure from
the Prime Minister a pension of £200 per annum setting Jack free as far as possible for literary work.
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Walter de la Mare’s homes 1873 to 1924
He was born on 25 April 1873 in 83 Maryon Road, Charlton, Woolwich.
From 1883 until December 1889, he was educated at St Paul's Choir School, where he was a chorister.
In 1890 he began work as clerk for the Anglo-American Oil Company in the City of London. On 4
August, 1899 Walter married Elfie in Battersea parish church when she was expecting his child.
Their first homes were in or close to Beckenham.

Between 1899-1906: 6 Lynton Terrace, now 195 Mackenzie Road, Beckenham, near his sister who
had just moved in on the other side of the road.
From autumn 1906 to 1907: in a ‘horrible little flat’ in Samos Road, Anerley.
From mid-summer 1907 to1912: in Worbeck Road, Anerley (an unhealthy house)
From 1912 until December 1924: 14 Thornsett Road in Anerley (quiet and spacious)
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Walter de la Mare’s home in Mackenzie Road, Beckenham

Above: the seven houses of Lynton Terrace, now part of Mackenzie Road.

195 Mackenzie Road.

Close up of de la Mare’s Blue Plaque.

Jack wrote his poem The Birthnight ,
a few hours after the birth of his first
child, Florence, at 18 minutes past 10
pm on 21st October 1899.

A few doors down on the other side of
the road at 172 Mackenzie Road lived
Jack’s eldest sister Florence (aka Flo)
with her husband John James Rowley
and their seven children.
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