



[image: cover]





        
            
                Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

                

                Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.

            

            
            	CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

            

            
               Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.

            

        
    



THE


[image: ]


GUIDE TO


C.S. LEWIS


& NARNIA




Explore the magical world of narnia
and the brilliant mind behind it




Jon Kennedy, M.A.
Forword by Lee Oser, Ph.D.




[image: ]







THE


[image: ]


Guide To
C.S. Lewis & Narnia




Dear Reader,


Though while still in high school I chose the intellectual course and a life of inquiry into the philosophical and theological underpinnings of things, and though I had been an evangelical believer most of those years, it’s ironic that I didn’t get into C. S. Lewis until my fifties. In fact, except for an earlier unsuccessful stab at reading The Screwtape Letters, it was the landmark1993 feature film, Shadowlands, that awoke my appetite for a more fulsome encounter with Lewis.


That movie, not because of its production values but the thinking and reading it inspired, changed my life. Though always a reader, my passion for books has been redoubled since then, in part directly because of a line in Shadowlands, not even attributed to Lewis, that proposes, “we read to know that we are not alone.”


In a sense my life has been radically refocused and reordered through my encounter with Lewis. A major aspect of that encounter is the journey into and through the fantasy world of Lewis, especially as portrayed in The Chronicles of Narnia. And that journey is greatly benefited by an understanding of Lewis’s Christian conversion and his deepening appreciation of myth and truth. It’s my hope that The Everything® Guide to C. S. Lewis & Narnia will enable you to enter that same understanding and experience the joy.


Jon Kennedy
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These authoritative books help you learn everything you ever wanted to know about the lives, social context, and surrounding historical events of fascinating people who made or influenced history. While reading this EVERYTHING® book you will discover 3 useful boxes, in addition to numerous quotes:


Fact: Definitions and additional information
Question: Questions and answers for deeper insights
They Said: Memorable quotes made by others about this person


Whether you are learning about a figure for the first time or are just brushing up on your knowledge, EVERYTHING® Profiles help you on your journey toward a greater understanding of the individuals who have shaped and enriched our lives, culture, and history.
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The Top Ten Things You’ll Learn about C. S. Lewis & Narnia


1. Though one of England’s top writers of the past century, Lewis was Irish by birth and of Welsh lineage.


2. Originally a poet, his bestselling children’s novels are accompanied by well-known writings in religion, science fiction, and medieval literature.


3. Though widely considered the most effective defender of Christianity of his time, he spent his young adult life as an atheist.


4. He was self-taught in many languages in order to read original works, and he memorized some books in order not to have to buy them.


5. His original plan to write The Lion, The Witch, and the Wardrobe was expanded into the seven-book The Chronicles of Narnia because his publisher preferred a series of children’s books to a single title.


6. Though a bestselling author during his lifetime and a professor at both of England’s most venerable universities, he was never wealthy.


7. Lewis gave away up to two-thirds of his income.


8. Lewis didn’t marry until near the end of his life, and that was to save the woman he married from being deported.


9. While otherwise fully employed, Lewis not only produced a stream of books over his lifetime, but also answered most of his admirers’ mail and answered those who wrote for help.


10. Though his writing lifestyle was solitary and he felt himself an outsider at Oxford, he considered his friends the most precious aspect of his life.







Introduction


[image: ] SO MANY BOOKS, movies, and television presentations have appeared about C. S. Lewis in recent years that it’s not likely that anything new, other than points of view or speculations about debated facts of his life, will emerge. But as new movies like 2008’s planned release of Prince Caspian appear, awareness and interest in Lewis will continue to rise. Consequently, fresh takes on his life and his contributions to literature and Christian apologetics (defense of the faith) will continue to be in demand.


Though C. S. Lewis became well known in his adopted country of England as a religion speaker on the BBC, as a bestselling author of books (partly based on his radio talks), and later as a successful author of the children’s fantasy series The Chronicles of Narnia, his fame has continued to widen and deepen since his death, in no small part because his writings have influenced Christian thinking more than any other twentieth-century writer. Some have even mused that although there are few points of agreement among Catholic, Protestant, and Eastern Orthodox Christians, most of them do agree upon the influence and the contributions of C. S. Lewis.


The Everything® Guide to C. S. Lewis & Narnia introduces C. S. Lewis as a man of great imagination, integrity, and intellect, capable of seeing and articulating a way through the thickets of modernity challenging religious faith. This book provides a look at Lewis the man, the people in his life, and the motivations and worldview behind his commitment to literature in general and the fantasy fiction world of Narnia in particular. Most of Lewis’s best known books are reviewed and discussed in some detail throughout this book with a view to making them more accessible and understandable to today’s readers. A chapter is devoted to each of the short Narnia volumes. Though this book follows C. S. Lewis’s life from birth to death feel free to enter at any point where your interest in Lewis has been raised. May this overview baptize your imagination, whet your appetite for more, and inflame a desire to journey further up and further in that will change your life.




Foreword


MURDER! FASCISTS! LIONS! It isn’t fair.


—The Silver Chair


In The Return of Christian Humanism, I focused a critical spotlight on G. K. Chesterton, T. S. Eliot, and J. R. R. Tolkien, reserving C. S. Lewis for a supporting role. Here the order is reversed, with Lewis taking center stage and the others swelling the ranks of the chorus. But like a shared musical theme, the movement known as Christian humanism runs through both books.


To people who associate humanism with secular humanism, the notion of a Christian humanism may seem as oxymoronic as Shakespeare’s “heavy lightness.” Lewis himself was censorious of Renaissance humanism, regarding it as pedantic scribbling unfaithful to the church. As he very well knew, the term humanism is a late coinage. It comes, by way of England and Germany, from the nineteenth century and was never used during the Renaissance. It has been shuffled in some peculiar markets. But if you were to say to Lewis (who so often figures in imaginary conversations) that you meant to include among the humanists thoroughgoing churchmen like the Elizabethan poet Edmund Spenser, I think you would establish some common ground.


The author of The Chronicles of Narnia takes from Spenser’s The Faerie Queene the lesson that nature and reason should serve as guides to a good life. That lesson defines the humanist side of Christian humanism. The Christian side is foreshadowed but not completed by The Faerie Queene. In George Sayer’s paraphrase of Tolkien (who adopted the idea from Chesterton), the Christian side is a revelatory myth, “the Christian story was a myth invented by a God who was real.” If the Christian God is real, the goods of nature and reason are cosmically validated. The chaos of total relativism yields varying degrees and approximations of truth. History becomes a romance.


The strong connection in Lewis between truth and imagination gives him a distinctly modern pedigree, which has been little appreciated by professors at places like Oxford, Cambridge, Harvard, and Yale. When I attended the latter institution some fifteen years ago, I was the first scholar in a generation to write a dissertation on Eliot. Chesterton was heard from now and then as a shrewd English critic; Lewis was permitted as a distinguished medieval and Renaissance scholar; Eliot was a universal whipping boy; Tolkien a philologist who strayed. You would hardly have known that these men were blessed with superb creative gifts. We were operating, it seemed, under the influence of the Head at Experiment House.


How much has changed? Chesterton is, at least, a name to reckon with. Eliot is widely recognized as the leading poet-critic of the last century. Tolkien is becoming established as a serious author. And Lewis continues to astonish the world. These four men are at the heart of Christian humanism. Because of them, there is a chance the tradition will survive.


—Lee Oser, Ph.D.




Chapter 1


All of His Roads Before Him


Clive Staples Lewis was born November 29, 1898, in his family’s home in Dundela Villas, overlooking the Belfast Lough (an inlet from the strait dividing Ireland from Scotland) in Belfast, in County Down in what is now Northern Ireland. Clive was the second of two sons to Flora Hamilton Lewis and Albert James Lewis, a successful Belfast attorney. The infant Clive was looked after by servants in the style common in professional-class British homes of the time, and he played mostly indoors because of Ireland’s wet weather and the dangers of diseases that took a high toll on young children of the time.


Childhood in Victorian Ireland


C. S. Lewis’s first friend and playmate was his brother Warren, called Warnie, who was three years old when Clive was born and to whom he remained close the rest of his life. The grandson on his mother’s side of a rector in the Church of Ireland (as the Anglican Church is called there) and great-grandson of a Methodist minister on his father’s, his family regularly attended Saint Mark’s Church in Dundela, where his parents had met. The northern Ireland weather and their long periods of playing inside surrounded by a well-stocked family library are thought to have ignited the Lewis brothers’ literary imaginations.




FACT


Though imagination and fantasy play were common for children before the age of TV kids’ networks and computer games, it must have been an especially strong factor for boys living in Ireland with its surfeit of storytellers and fantastic characters like selkies (human by night and seals by day) and “little people,” including leprechauns.





All of Ireland in the closing years of Queen Victoria’s reign (1837–1901) was part of the British Empire, the world’s major superpower at the time on which it was frequently said into the 1940s that the sun never set. From London to Hong Kong to India and colonies in Africa, the sun, indeed, was shining on some part of the empire at all hours.


Home rule for Ireland was already being debated, with several of the Queen’s prime ministers and parliaments taking divergent stands back and forth, but when Lewis lived as a child in Ulster, Ireland’s northeast province, the island was not yet partitioned between the Irish Republic and the six-county region of Northern Ireland as it now is. But special initiatives, “plantings” by Oliver Cromwell (who ruled England from 1599 to 1658) and King William III (1672–1702, known as William of Orange,) gave Scottish Presbyterians and English Puritans and Anglicans land to develop and, indirectly, “Protestantize” Ulster. These efforts resulted in Ulster being Ireland’s only Protestant-majority province.


Religious Rivalry


Unlike most cities in Britain and Ireland, Belfast is a relatively new development. Belfast was founded in 1609, less than twenty-five years earlier than the original settlements at New Amsterdam (New York) and Boston, Massachusetts, and two years after the establishment of the first permanent English settlement (Jamestown) in Virginia. Belfast and the six counties of Northern Ireland are still known as the site of the most intense and often violent rivalry in the world between Protestants and Roman Catholics. And it was into that milieu that the author of the most influential book promoting peace based on mutual respect among disparate orthodox Christian communions—C. S. Lewis’s Mere Christianity—was born and spent his childhood in a strongly Protestant family.




“If aesthetic experiences were rare [in my childhood], religious experiences did not occur at all. Some people have got the impression from my books that I was brought up in strict and vivid Puritanism, but this is quite untrue. I was taught the usual things and made to say my prayers and in due time [was] taken to church.”





The House of Lewis


On his father’s side of the family, Lewis told his friend and later biographer, George Sayer, that he was descended from a Welsh farmer and it was the Welsh genes he considered his most characteristic ethnic line. Richard Lewis, Clive’s great-great-grandfather, born in 1775, had owned a farm south of the border of England and Wales and was atypical in that he was Anglican when most Welsh had become chapel, or Methodists.


Richard Lewis’s fourth son, Joseph, Clive’s great-grandfather, settled near Chester, across the border from Wales in central England, and apparently fell out with his Anglican vicar over the limited role he was allowed to take in services. He subsequently joined the local Methodists and eventually became their minister. He is recalled as a “powerful preacher.” Though C. S. Lewis omits mentioning his paternal great-grandfather’s Methodist ministry in his 1955 biography, Surprised by Joy, Sayer attributes to this ancestor Clive’s “religious enthusiasm, fine resonant voice, and real rhetorical ability.”


Grandfather Richard


Joseph’s fourth son (of a family of eight), also named Richard, joined the ship-building trade in Liverpool, England’s “second city,” and from there moved to Cork, Ireland, to continue that trade. In Cork he and his wife Martha Gee had six children, the youngest of whom was Albert, Clive’s father, born in 1863. Richard took the family from Cork to Dublin, where he joined John H. MacIlwaine and moved with him to establish MacIlwaine and Lewis Boiler Makers, Engineers, and Iron Ship Builders in Belfast.


Though initially prosperous, the business relationship was eventually dissolved, with Richard falling into hard times after his children were grown. His sons, especially Albert, helped sustain him in his older years, until his death (in 1908) at age seventy-six when Clive was nine years old. Grandfather Richard was remembered as both boorish (for example, having bad table manners) and snobbish, and was known for mood swings ranging from extreme optimism to extreme depression, a trait that some biographers say Clive’s father Albert inherited.


Among uncles on the Lewis side, Clive and Warnie were fondest of their eldest uncle, Joseph, Richard’s first son, remembered as the most balanced Lewis of Albert’s generation. But he died in Clive’s tenth year.


Richard’s second son, William (1858–1946) was remembered by Clive and Warnie as the least amiable of their paternal uncles. He was the first Lewis to send his sons to English boarding schools, an example that Albert followed by sending Warnie and Clive abroad in their preteens.


The Mother’s Side


Clive considered his mother’s side, the Hamiltons, as “Southern Irish” because, though originating in Scotland, they had been landed (given land) in County Down (south and east of what is now Belfast), Ireland, in the seventeenth century, under King James I. From their first home in Ulster, the line migrated to Dublin (southern Ireland), where Clive’s great-great-grandfather was a fellow of Trinity College and later a bishop of the Church of Ireland.




FACT


Though Scots-Irish (or Scotch-Irish) is the term used to describe families like the Hamiltons who emigrated to northern Ireland from Scotland, not as well known is the fact that most Scottish families are descended from Irish immigrants who flooded Scotland following St. Columba (or, in Gaelic, Colm), a sixth-century Irish monk who evangelized the sparse population of Picts then inhabiting the Scottish highlands. “Scotland,” Scotia, is actually the Latin name for Ireland.





Clive and Warnie held more affection for their Hamilton ancestors and were disinclined to like the Lewis side, though biographers see both sides as flawed. The Hamilton grandparents are recalled as poor parents who openly favored their elder two children, Lilian and Cecil, at the expense of the younger pair, Flora and younger brother Augustus. Grandmother Mary Warren Hamilton, the vicar’s wife, was active in politics, especially advocating home rule for Ireland (meaning a local parliament but not separation from the British Empire). She also irked parishioners and Protestant neighbors by hiring Catholic Irish servants rather than the Protestant ones preferred by most northern Ireland non-Catholics. Mary’s parental family, the Warrens, landed in Ireland during the reign of Henry II (1154–1189).


Mary Hamilton is said to have kept an untidy vicarage, presumably evidencing a calling higher or more cerebral than housekeeping. The house was overrun by cats whose presence was said to assault the olfactory senses of visitors when the door was opened by the family’s maid.
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Flora Lewis. Used by permission of The Marion E. Wade Center, Wheaton College, Wheaton, IL.


Grandfather Thomas


The vicar of St. Mark’s is remembered as a preacher often carried away by his own sermons and shedding tears in the pulpit, which embarrassed parishioners including members of his family and the Lewises. Sayer attributes to him Clive’s strong devotion to his principles as well as the kind of bravery Clive would later show while serving in the First World War.


After graduating from Dublin’s Trinity College where he took top marks in theology, Thomas volunteered as a navy chaplain for the duration of the Crimean War (1854–1856) and ministered in camps where cholera was as likely as combat to take sailors’ lives. He considered swearing a deadly sin and openly reprimanded officers for using bad language in front of their troops. His preaching, not unusual in Ulster Protestant pulpits then and for generations afterward, was often virulently anti-Catholic, even referring to Catholics as demon-possessed or agents of Satan.


The aunt and uncles on the Hamilton side of their family were remembered by Clive and Warnie as bad-tempered and unkind. The eldest, Uncle Cecil, was recalled as “insolent” and always sarcastic with his sister, Lilian. Aunt Lilian was always “at war with as many members of the family as possible,” Sayer claims in Jack, and was accused by a servant of having driven her short-lived husband to a lunatic asylum. Uncle Augustus, or Gussie, a late bloomer, was called selfish and mean, but with a sense of humor and “an original thinker.” Despite his shortcomings and frequent requests for financial assistance, Albert considered him a close friend.


Parents’ Marriage


Clive’s father Albert turned to Flora after his older brother, William, had been rebuffed in attempts to court her. Though Albert had earlier maintained a long correspondence with a previous love interest, from age sixteen to twenty-two, he was more persistent through ups and downs with Flora. Albert, whose sons thought he could have had a career in politics, may have plied both the skill and the interest in befriending Flora’s mother by being a willing and ready sounding board for her opinions about home rule and other social reforms. It seems a safe assumption that his alliance with his future mother-in-law helped him win Flora’s affections.




THEY SAID


“Flora’s father also found a way to make use of Albert’s love for his daughter. He had Albert arrange and pay for a series of short holidays that he felt he needed, probably as a change from the unhappy and untidy life at the vicarage.”


—George Sayer, Jack





Biographer Sayer insinuates that by this time Flora, who had finished her bachelor of arts from Queen’s College, Belfast, in mathematics and logic in 1881, was approaching spinsterhood and may have feared remaining an unclaimed treasure. Albert and Flora were united in marriage in 1894 by her father in St. Mark’s Church, when he was thirty-one and she thirty-two.


Child’s Play and Fantasy


Lewis writes that his brother Warnie was his ally and confederate from the start. He never perceived him as an older brother, and they played and plotted together. From the earliest times Clive could remember, they were captivated by stories. They enjoyed creating their own characters and settings in which to play out their own fantasies and heroic feats. Though Warnie gravitated toward ships, trains, and stories of battles, Clive was more interested in magic and magical beings like elves, fairies, and classical heroes. Though they played indoors during inclement weather, as they became more independent they were able to explore the nearby countryside by foot and their bicycles.


“Jacksie,” Then Jack


At about age four, Clive started insisting on being called “Jacksie” and refused to answer by any other name. Though George Sayer, who titles his biography simply Jack, doesn’t provide an origin for the boy’s preference, an encyclopedia entry on Lewis claims Jacksie was the name of his beloved dog who died at that time. After he outgrew the childish “Jacksie,” family and friends ever after called Clive “Jack,” and thus from this point on so will he be called here.




FACT


With the release of the film The Lion, The Witch, and the Wardrobe, the Northern Ireland Tourist Board introduced a C. S. Lewis Trail in East Belfast, featuring a sculpture of the author as a young man, the home of his paternal grandfather, the sites of his first and second homes, St. Mark’s Church, and other related sites. See Appendix A for the tourist board’s Internet address.





Jack’s Ireland


Though Sayer makes more of Jack’s claim to Welsh roots than his Irish birth and childhood, a historian claims Lewis showed a strong affinity for the Irish part of his past, returning to it as home throughout his life. Not only were views overlooking Belfast Lough instrumental in feeding the boys’ imaginations, but from other windows they could see the Mourne Mountains in the distance and the Holywood Hills in the foreground. Later, when on holidays, they often hiked the hills and mountains near Belfast. Among Jack’s most lyrical and romantic writings is a lengthy passage in Chapter 8 of Surprised by Joy extolling the beauty and inspiration to be found in the scenery of Northern Ireland’s County Down and County Antrim.


A vignette in Sayer’s biography illustrates another aspect of the Irish influence on Jack’s young childhood. Hearing the legend from Irish mythology of the pot of gold buried at the end of the rainbow, Jack was sure that one day the rainbow ended in the middle of the front yard of his house. So there he dug a deep hole in the quest of treasure into which his father, arriving home from work after dark, tripped and fell, dirtying his business suit. An incensed Albert insisted the boys had laid a booby trap for him.


Jack’s and Warnie’s imaginations were even more enhanced by a move the family made when Jack was six, from Dundela Villas to a new house, called Little Lea, which was so large he says it seemed more like a city than a house to him and Warnie. Built especially for the family and about two miles farther out in what was then the countryside, Little Lea had what seemed endless corridors and rooms to explore.




“To me, the important thing about the move was that the background of my life became larger. The New House is almost a major character in my story. I am a product of long corridors, empty sunlit rooms, upstairs indoor silences, attics explored in solitude, distant noises of gurgling cisterns and pipes, and the noise of wind under the tiles.”


–Suprised By Joy





The attic at Little Lea provided one room that Jack made into his own study, and it became the hub of activity for the boys in which they explored and where Warnie looked on admiringly while Jack turned out stories and pictures. Pictures were Jack’s first creative endeavors in the plotting of stories, before he had developed the ability to write. Warnie first introduced his own drawings, but before long the younger brother was able to match Warnie’s proficiency. Jack says that though their childhood art had many qualities, it showed no traces of beauty. His first memory of thinking something beautiful was a model of a garden Warnie created in the lid of a biscuit tin, using moss and fungi to represent grass and trees.


Animal-Land and India


Jack’s first stories were about Animal-Land and featured dressed-up animals and knightly mice and rabbits. They were probably inspired mainly by his nursery books, the first of which he recalls as The Three Bears, read to him at age two-and-a-half by his beloved nurse, Lizzie Endicott. Also introduced early were books by E. Nesbitt (Five Children and It, The Phoenix and the Wishing Carpet, and The Amulet), an illustrated edition of Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels, and the animal fantasies, especially Squirrel Nutkin, by Beatrix Potter, creator of the Peter Rabbit series. Potter’s animal stories inspired in Jack what he describes as his first taste of literary beauty. Jack developed an exhaustive history for Animal-Land, and Warnie’s stories were always set in India, his country. Warnie’s first story, Jack recalled, was The Young Rajah.


Literary Awakenings


Both of Jack’s parents wrote short stories, but neither had been published. Jack recalled that his father encouraged his interest in creating stories, though he was not much engaged in other ways. Though up to this point the boys were educated in what now would be called home schooling, shortly after the family’s move into Little Lea, Jack says in Surprised by Joy, “my brother was packed off to an English boarding school and thus removed from my life for the greater part of every year.”




“Neither [my father] nor my mother had the least taste for … that kind of literature to which my allegiance was given the moment I could choose books for myself. Neither had ever listened for the horns of elfland. There was no copy either of Keats or Shelley in the house and the copy of Coleridge was never … opened.”





But rather than interrupting their writing, the separation after Warnie was shipped off to boarding school may have enhanced it. The brothers wrote to each other, and part of their writing was keeping their stories alive by discussing new turns in their characters’ lives and circumstances. When Warnie returned to Little Lea for holidays, they resumed their drawing and writing together as though there had been no interruption, and Jack says they merged Animal-Land and India in a single map. India was turned into an island bordered by the Himalayas and was linked to Animal-Land by steamship lanes.


Not being able to create cardboard castles because of a joint in his thumb that he couldn’t bend (a trait his father and Warnie shared), Jack said that learning how to create castles and the stories built around them through writing turned out to be much better. Creating Animal-Land was preparation for becoming a novelist, even if his childhood animal characters share little in common with those in the Narnia tales published in his adult life.


Any Child’s Worst Nightmare




“What drove me to write was the extreme manual clumsiness from which I have always suffered … Nature laid on me from birth an utter incapacity to make anything … It was this that forced me to write. I wanted to make things. [so] I was driven to write stories instead.”





Though it was his nurse, Lizzie Endicott, rather than his mother, who read and told stories to Jack in his early childhood, he refers to his mother in Surprised by Joy as “everything that had made our house a home” and “all that was tranquil and reliable” in his life. In 1907, Flora, Jack, and Warnie traveled together to the French village of Beneval, Normandy, by way of London, where Flora took the boys to the zoo. There, Jack’s main fascination was a cage of white mice. Probably inspired by that encounter, Warnie recorded that on that holiday Jack, then age eight, began writing a new book, Living Races of Mouse-Land, and Warnie thought it would be good when finished.


When Warnie was off at Wynyard School, Flora taught Jack French, Latin, and math. And his increased solitude without his big brother at his side probably enhanced Jack’s desire to read even more voraciously than before. He recalls in Surprised by Joy that Little Lea was stocked with books that both of his parents bought. Some of them were appropriate for children and some were absolutely not, but he had access to them all, he says. Besides Flora’s teaching, Jack also had the services of private tutors who were also part of the household retinue.


Seaside Holidays


It wasn’t unusual in Victorian times for mothers in Flora’s circumstances to take their children on summer holidays, often for all three summer months, at seaside resorts. In that tradition Flora took extended trips with the boys to the northern coastal village of Castlerock in County Derry, a few hours’ train ride from Belfast, accompanied by a nursemaid and one or two other servants. Even from age two, his biographer says, Jack loved the sea, though his mother didn’t allow him to go into the water.




QUESTION


How did Lewis explain why his childhood prayers for his mother’s healing didn’t work?


According to Lewis, “I had approached God, or my idea of God, without love, without awe, even without fear. He was, in my mental picture of this miracle, to appear neither as Savior nor as Judge, but merely as a magician.”





It may have been while on the beach at Castlerock that Jack and Warnie first discovered what he later wrote about as a feeling of and for “Northernness,” part of the longing (sehnsucht) that Jack used to describe the experience of joy that came to characterize his decades-long quest that ended in his finding Christian faith.


Passing


Flora had been suffering from headaches and fatigue for several years, and in early 1908 she was diagnosed with abdominal cancer, for which doctors performed surgery on her on February 15, at Little Lea. A time of improved health followed, with one more trip to the seaside with Jack in May, but in June she had to take to her bed again. Late at night on August 21, Albert’s birthday, she passed away with, “What have we done for Him?” recorded as her last words in Albert’s journal. Jack says in Surprised by Joy, “then my father, in tears, came into my room and began to try to convey to my terrified mind things it had never conceived before.”


To him and Warnie, Jack says, the bereavement began even before their mother’s death, because her declining health had taken her away from them more and more over the months preceding her death. Jack said his father never recovered from Flora’s death, and an evil consequence of her passing was that, in it, the boys lost both of their parents.




Chapter 2


Life with Father and Warnie


A romantic take on Albert’s loss of his wife of fourteen years might suggest that after the formal mourning period the father and his sons would draw closer. But this wasn’t to be in the Lewis family. Life after Flora was never the same for any of the three Lewis men. Perhaps in the Victorian era men as the heads of households were so unfamiliar with the needs of children that Albert never considered keeping the boys close to him at Little Lea. Perhaps his elder brother William persuaded him that men of their time were best forged in the preparatory and public schools (as privately owned boarding schools were then called). Whatever the case, when the school year started a few weeks after Flora’s funeral, Jack was sent off with Warnie to what he refers to as “Concentration Camp.”


Albert Lewis


Sayer believed that Albert was motivated by the boys’ best interests in sending both of them to Wynyard School and that Jack’s being sent just after losing his mother may have hastened what would have been an inevitability in any case. Warnie, after all, was about the same age as Jack now was when he’d been sent to Wynyard. It’s also a strong possibility that Albert and Warnie both thought Warnie would be a better companion to Jack than his grieving father could be. Finally, prep school, as the type of school Wynyard was called, followed by public school seems to have been the preferred route into first-tier universities like Cambridge and Oxford at the time.


Poor Man or Rich Man?


Jack says that his father Albert represented adulthood to him as a life of unending drudgery, tinged by constant fear of financial ruin. Perhaps it was an Irish trait of their generation that men like Albert often referred to closing out their days in the poorhouse or workhouse, something Albert frequently predicted despite the fact that the Lewises and Hamiltons had both prospered from one generation to the next. When most Irish people were living in farm cottages with thatched roofs and clay floors, Albert’s expansive made-to-order Little Lea must have seemed a palace by comparison, even if, as Jack says in Surprised by Joy, the workmen who built it took advantage of Albert’s immense “capacity to be cheated” by doing substandard work in many parts of the house.


[image: ]


C. S. Lewis (right) with his father, Albert. Used by permission of The Marion E. Wade Center, Wheaton College, Wheaton, IL.




THEY SAID


“Albert [was] a man of commanding presence, formally dressed, good-looking, but with a disapproving and slightly sulky air. He was a kind man all the same, generous to the poor and unfortunate … in gifts, money, and in legal work, which he often [did, unpaid]. Both [Albert and Jack] were generous, in spite of a fear of being bankrupt.”


—George Sayer, Jack





But the imposing house was no longer a home, much less a palace, to Albert or his sons after Flora’s departure. (That same year Albert lost his father, who had lived with them at Little Lea toward the end of his life, and his brother Richard.) Having been meant mainly for her, the house must have seemed indeed empty and forlorn, despite the presence of the household staff.


Albert is also remembered for having social connections outside his profession in literary societies in Belfast, as a writer of mostly unpublished short stories and poems, and as a political speaker. Sayer believes that if Albert had persevered as a writer he would have succeeded as a novelist. Jack calls his father “the best raconteur I have ever heard,” a storyteller who acted out all the characters, freely embellishing his presentations with gestures, pantomime, and grimaces. Nothing pleased Albert more than being with his brothers and brothers-in-law telling stories that they called “wheezes.”


Though Jack thought he’d lost his father when his mother died, Sayer reports that later in their school years Albert took an interest in vaudeville shows in order to share them with the boys, who had learned to like them. Though Albert was remote in many ways, he did encourage Jack’s writing of stories. He also read books that interested Jack, in order to encourage that interest, and sent Jack lengthy and frequent letters when he was off at school.


Exiled with Warnie


Jack recalls that Warnie had said little to prepare him for the horrors of Wynyard School, the “Concentration Camp,” as he calls it in the title of Chapter Two of Surprised by Joy. There he lived “under the eye of a certainly brutal and probably insane tyrant of a headmaster,” as Sayer puts it in Jack. But nevertheless, understandably, the mood was somber when Albert accompanied the boys, dressed in Eton collars that scratched, heavy boots, knickerbockers (a kind of trousers that buttoned tight at the knees), and bowler hats that seemed to Jack as made of iron, to the boat that would take them to England. Albert, moved by their parting, bid them farewell after some moments with them on the vessel, but Jack was mainly embarrassed and relieved to get away from his father’s awkward and, undoubtedly grieving, presence.




“No Englishman will … understand my first impressions of England. I found a world to which I reacted with immediate hatred. The flats of Lancashire … The strange English accents … like the voices of demons. But what was worst was the English landscape … The flatness!”





It’s ironic that Warnie, the lover of ships, got seasick on the rough night crossing from Belfast to Fleetwood, on central England’s west coast north of Liverpool, while Jack turned out to be the better sailor of the two. Wynyard, which Jack disguises as Oldie’s School or Belsen (which he also uses for the name of the town in which the school was located in Surprised by Joy), was across the country in Watford, a northwest suburb of London. Sayer recounts evidence of considerable research Albert had done to find a suitable school for both sons but concludes that it’s hard to imagine how he could have chosen “a school quite as bad” as Wynyard.


Oldie’s School


Consisting of only about sixteen to eighteen boys, half living nearby and half boarding, Wynyard was led by a headmaster, the Rev. Robert Capron, an Anglican clergyman, whom Warnie describes as a physically powerful man about sixty years old at the time. The school building was one semidetached room, with a dormitory with only one washbasin. Baths were allowed only once a week, and the lavatories were remembered as primitive and so unsanitary they would not have passed inspection, if there had been one, even in 1905. In hot weather their stench permeated everything.


There were no fields attached to the school, with the only play area a flinty gravel lot on which Jack said “endless rounders” (a primitive form of baseball) were played. The school had no library and Jack says he had been doing the same kind of Latin exercises under his mother’s tutelage that he still was on when he left the school two years later. There were only three faculty members—the headmaster, his son Wyn (nicknamed Wee Wee), and an usher (an assistant teacher). Jack says they called the headmaster Oldie. Mrs. Capron (the usher) is remembered as “a little, timid, faded woman,” and at meals the only person bold enough to start a conversation was Wee Wee, who directed his comments only to his father. Boys could be punished for not finishing their meals, and the headmaster was described as eating “wolfishly” despite meals that were often nauseating. Sayer suggests that Jack’s lifelong habit of eating quickly may have been developed under the scornful eye of Oldie.


Punishment and Protection


Learning lessons by rote was the preferred pedagogic method at Wynyard, an approach that Warnie called intellectually stupefying and brutalizing. The most stimulating aspect of an Oldie School education was the canes (long rattan or birch rods) that hung on the classroom walls and were used to whip boys who failed to give correct answers and in the correct way. Jack mentions many such cruel punishments, with Oldie holding the cane in position and running the length of the classroom to apply it to the offending boy’s backside. Jack says that despite himself he became one of Oldie’s favorites and does not mention any corporal punishments being applied to him directly.


Warnie protected Jack against bullies and hazing in his first two terms at Wynyard, but after that Warnie left for another school, Malvern College in Worcestershire. (Wynyard, in student age, is the equivalent of an American middle school, or in older terminology, a grammar school. So by fourteen Warnie had moved on to the college, which was, in age equivalency, a high school.)


Wynyard’s Fall and the Aftermath


Each term that Jack spent at Wynyard, it steadily declined. Though he surmised in Surprised by Joy that in his past Oldie had no doubt accumulated an impressive academic record, by the time Jack got to Wynyard, Oldie and his school were in free fall. There were fewer students each term, the use of ushers was discontinued, one of Oldie’s three adult daughters filled the teaching slots, and Oldie’s wife died. In Jack’s second year only five boarders remained and he was among the last holdouts. Oldie let it be known that he was going out to find a cure for souls and then he shut down the school.


Though most of his time at Wynyard was wasted (he even guessed that another two years there would have ruined his chances of ever having an academic career), Jack did allow that Oldie actually liked geometry and taught it well, so much so that Jack could claim in later life that there was not a day in which he didn’t use some of the rational processes he had learned in that course. But his literary progress, advancing so well when he was on his own at Little Lea, was reversed, he felt, with his reading reduced mainly to boys’ stories in magazines. He says that because the school had no library he couldn’t fault Oldie for the lack of good reading material, but it’s not clear why Oldie wouldn’t be expected to provide a proper library. But Sayer says that it was at Wynyard that Jack began to appreciate historical fiction like Ben Hur and the science fiction of H. G. Wells, both of which tastes influenced novels he produced decades later.


Jack writes that a neighbor of the school reported later that it was believed in town that Oldie had gone insane, and an anonymous Lewis biographer confirms that “headmaster Robert ‘Oldie’ Capron was soon after committed to an insane asylum.”


But the asylum stay must have been of short duration, because Sayer adds that Capron became vicar of a little parish in Radstock, where he died in 1911, only a year after he closed Wynyard. Sayer also says that Jack resented Oldie for the next fifty years, remaining unable to forget the harm his first headmaster’s dominating ways had wrought and forgiving him finally only while he was ill a few months before his own death.
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