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As the son of  C.  S.  Lewis’  longt ime f r iend Ceci l  Harwood,  and as  godson of  Lewis 

h imself ,  Laurence Harwood cer tain ly seems in  a  posi t ion to  wri te  re l iably about  

Lewis’  personal  and famil ia l  personae.   In  ‘C S Lewis,  My Godfather’ ,  Harwood 

compact ly s t i tches together  a  narrat ive of  Lewis’  l i fe  with photographs and generous 

excerpts  f rom Lewis’  own let ters .   Though Lewis’  personable descr ip t ions  and 

recol lect ions of ten  s teal  the show, his  le t ters ,  combined with  Harwood’s  

contr ibut ions,  together  create  a  mood of  famil iar i ty  and in t imate  f r iendship .   Such 

was the s ta ted goal  of  th is  l i t t le  volume,  and in th is  i t  p leasant ly succeeds.  

Harwood groups his  recol lect ions around his  fa ther’s  longt ime acquaintance with  

Lewis,  br ief ly sketching selected notable  phases  of  Lewis’  adul t  l i fe .   As th is  

sequence of  events  is  governed as  much by the Harwood family’s  l i fe  as  i t  is  by 

Lewis’ ,  there  are  occasional  e l l ipses  in  the narrat ive;  readers  unfamil iar  with  Lewis’  

l i fe  may not  come away with  a  complete  grasp of  h is  biography.   But  th is  l i t t le  

col lect ion’s  charm l ies  in  i ts  presentat ion of  Lewis as  a  beloved,  avuncular  character  

in  the l ife  of  an ordinary enough young man,1  and i ts  perspect ive is  thus a  

refreshing depar ture  from the exhaust ive or  over ly reverent  por tra i ts  that  can crop 

up in  accounts  of  Lewis.   For  a  quick and accurate  snapshot  of  Lewis’  keen mind,  

humane perspect ives ,  and superbly clever  humour ,  these ‘ le t ters ,  photos,  and 

recollect ions’  are  an  ideal  s tar t .  

The volume’s  greatest  appeal  l ies  in  i ts  presentat ion,  which is  most  reminiscent  of  a  

scrapbook;  despi te  i ts  s l im size,  i ts  sheer  number  of  reproduced photographs and 

facsimile  le t ters  is  impressive.   With  the except ions of  Hooper’s  Through Joy and 

Beyond  and Gilber t  and Kilby’s  C.S.  Lewis:   Images of  His  World ,  rarely have 

biographical  mater ials  on Lewis offered such a  s imultaneously in tel lectual  and 

visual  por trai t .   Harwood has gathered ar tefacts  f rom archives on both  s ides  of  the 

Atlant ic .  For  readers  unable  to vis i t  the Wade Centre  at  Wheaton College or  the  

Bodleian  Library,  th is  volume offers  a  welcome gl impse into  the  visual  world of  

Lewis and adds an  appeal ing dimension to the repr in ted  le t ters .  

Along with i ts  photographs,  Harwood’s  col lect ion boasts  an  equal ly judicious and 

appeal ing select ion of  texts .   Chapter  Four ,  ‘Walking Tours , ’  offers  the volume’s  



most  memorable  images of  a  young Lewis  s tr iding about  the countryside with  Owen 

Barf ie ld ,  Ceci l  Harwood,  and other  f r iends who made up the ad-hoc ‘College of  

Cretaceous Perambulators’ ,  named for  their  amblings  across  Bri ta in’s  chalk 

downs.    This  chapter  re la tes  a  few of  the  amusing mock-academic r i tuals  contr ived 

by these clever  young men,  and Laurence Harwood here pul ls  together  the dual  

images of  personal  camarader ie  and deep love of  natural  beauty that  many associate 

wi th  Lewis.   Enjoyably,  Lewis’  r ich  descr ip t ions of  ‘close,  smooth  grass . . .very 

spr ingy to the  foot’  and ‘a l l  the b igness of  the downs’ are tempered by his  

occasional  grumbling at  the t iresome prospect  of  ‘ taking lunch’  (as  opposed to 

s topping in a  pub)  and being deprived of  a  nap af ter  said  lunch on a  hard ,  rocky 

ground in  the midst  of  ‘hurr icane’  winds  (25-26) .   But  Lewis’  d ifference from the 

average grumpy travel ler  soon becomes apparent :    

Barf ie ld  and I  dropped behind and began composing in  Pope- ian  couplets  a  sat ire  

on people  who arrange walking tours.   Nothing could  have been happier .   At  a  

s t roke every source of  i r r i ta t ion was magical ly  changed in to  precious fragments  

of  ‘copy’.   By the t ime we had walked three miles  we were once more in  a  

posi t ion to  enjoy the g lor ious country al l  round us.  (26)  

Lewis’  gif ts  for  empathy,  insight ,  and compassionate  counsel  are  also  especial ly 

evident  in  his  le t ters  to  the Harwood family throughout  the years .   Once again,  the  

book’s  s tandpoint  is  unique in  i ts  presentat ion of  over  three decades of  

correspondence between the two households.   Any reader  wil l  be  charmed by Lewis’  

le t ters  to  the young Laurence,  spr inkled as  they are  with sketches,  l ight  verse ,  and 

runic  puzzles.   Yet  Lewis  is  a lso character is t ical ly  aware of  the  chal lenges of  

growing up.   Among the reprin ted le t ters  is  the wryly insightful  missive wri t ten  by 

Lewis  upon the occasion of  a  humil ia t ing fai lure  for  Harwood at  Oxford ,  in  h is  

t rademark combinat ion of  empathetic  awareness  and aphor is t ic  image: 

I  remember only too wel l  what  a  hopeless  oyster  to  be opened the world  seemed at  

your  age.   [ . . . ]   But  i t  won’ t  las t ;  the road usual ly improves la ter .   I  th ink l i fe  is  

ra ther  l ike  a  bumpy bed in  a  bad hotel .   At  f irs t  you can’t  imagine how you can l ie  

on i t ,  much less  s leep on i t .   But  present ly  one f inds the r ight  posi t ion and f inal ly  

one is  snor ing away.   By the t ime one is  cal led  i t  seems a  v .  good bed and one is  

loathe to  leave i t .   (125)  

Readers  wil l  a lso  see  a  c lose-up por tra i t  of  Lewis’  f inancial  generosi ty  as  he 

helped to  suppor t  Harwood in  a  new career  venture,  and i t  is  p lain  that  Lewis 

took his  ro le  as  a  godfather  exceedingly ser iously.   Harwood has done an 

especial ly  f ine job in  select ing le t ters  that  provide a  r ich  mosaic  of  th is  personal  

s ide,  a long with Lewis’  work as  a  scholar  and his  abi l i t ies  as  lay theologian and 



f ic t ion wri ter .   This  in terplay energizes the volume and highl ights  Lewis’  

versat i l i ty.    

A few minor  d is tract ions in terrupt  an  otherwise enjoyable read:   regret tably,  

Harwood mistranscr ibes one of  Lewis’  more well-known descr ip tions of  Magdalen 

College,  pr in ted here  as  ‘a  cot tage is  something ra ther  l ike a  cas t le  and also l ike  a  

church’   (100) .   The error  might  feel  a  b i t  more understandable i f  the facsimile  of  

Lewis’  le t ter ,  c lear ly  reading college ,  weren’ t  reproduced on the preceding page.   In  

addi t ion,  though Harwood’s  narrat ive s tyle  is  not  precisely def icient ,  i t  can be 

uneven and repet i t ive.2   Anxious to  accentuate  Lewis’  godfather ly s ide,  Harwood 

spends a  good amount  of  t ime offer ing context  about  h is  fa ther ,  Ceci l ,  which is  in  

some measure useful ,  but  which also  adds to  a  s l ight ly  meander ing overal l  

presentat ion.   Photographs are  credi ted  at  the end of  the book;  at  f irs t ,  the reader  

misses  readily avai lable  capt ions,  but  photos are  duly sourced in the appendix.   

Laurence Harwood makes no pretence that  h is  volume is  anything beyond a  

scrapbook,  a  family tes tament  to  a  beloved godfather  and mentor .   The reader  of  ‘C.  

S.  Lewis ,  My Godfather’  wil l  gain  more insight  in to Lewis’  personal i ty  than in to  the 

chronological  detai ls  of  h is  l i fe ;  such insights  are  undoubtedly the book’s  greatest  

contr ibut ion to  the canon of  Lewis b iographies .   I t  would  be an apt  g if t  for  the 

newcomer  to  Lewis,  and an accessib le  por tal  through which the reader  may pass  in to  

larger  col lect ions of  Lewis’  le t ters  and essays.  

Lydia Newel l  

Notes 

1 .  Harwood avoids ,  fo r  the  mos t  par t ,  excess ive  a t t en t ion  to  h i s  own s to ry ,  
however .   His  reco l lec t ions  do  no t  unduly  rep lace  in format ion  about  Lewis  nor  do  they  s t ray  
in to  the  more  ponderous  au tob iographica l  re f lec t ions  of  Douglas  Gresham’s  Lenten  Lands .     

2 .  Harwood  a l so ,  a t  one  or  two  shor t  junc tures ,  adopts  a  s t rangely  defensive  tone  in  
desc r ib ing  h i s  fa the r  Cec i l ’ s  adherence  to  Rudol f  Ste iner’ s  school  o f  thought ,  
‘an throposophy’ .   Undoubtedly ,  an throposophy  p layed  a  def in ing  ro le  in  the  e lde r  
Harwood’s  ca ree r ,  a s  he  was  a  teacher  a t  one  of  London’s  f i r s t  Ste ine r  schools ,  and the  
ph i losophy  pe rhaps  requ i res  some in t roduc t ion  to  cur rent  readers .   Yet  Laurence  Harwood 
seems to  be  reac t ing  to  uns ta ted  c r i t i c i sms  of  anthroposophy ,  ra the r  than  expla in ing  why  i t  
was  a  source  o f  considerable  d i scuss ion—and profound  di sagreement—between  Lewis  and 
Owen Barf ie ld ,  a s  wel l  a s  Cec i l  Harwood.  

 


