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Owen Barfield: A Small Tribute
Abstract
Recounts Hooper’s experiences with Barfield as one of C.S. Lewis’s literary executors, and the personal
friendship that grew out of it.
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Hooper: Owen Barfield: A Small Tribute

OWEN

Owen Barfield, one of C.S. Lewis's greatest friends, died on 14
December 1997, not quite making their joint centenary. We were
BARFIELD:
drawn together by our love for Jack Lewis and our sorrow over
A SMALL
losing him. However, before long we were working as colleagues.
TRIBUTE
Lewis's brother, Warnie, had invited me to edit CSL's literary
remains, and this could only be done with the co-operation of his trustees, Barfield
and Cecil Harwood. You might have thought that these men, who had known
Lewis since ~919, would resent a young man from the United States being involved
in editing their friend's literary remains. But the fact is that no one encouraged me
so much. They were busy with their own affairs, and could hardly have given all
their time to Lewis matters. Harwood was still teaching, and Barfield, retired from
his law firm, finally had time for writing.
I'm sure Owen would have liked to keep more of that time for himself, but he
was always generous to all who needed him. Those of us who profit from Lewis's
posthumous works are his greatest debtors. In the early 1960s Liberalism was
sweeping through the churches, and publishers were keen to cater to current fashions in theology. Was Lewis in vogue, or out? Many of those who had liked him
were turning away and asking "What did we ever see in his books?" Others knew

we needed him now more than ever. I was determined to keep Lewis in print, but
this would not have been possible without Owen Barfield. His experience as a
solicitor was invaluable. He must have spent thousands of hours going over the
works I was editing, writing to publishers, drafting contracts, going to meetings.
Barfield was acutely aware of his own faults, but it was not easy for him to see
the faults of others. Certainly he was not on the look-out for someone's failings.
He was not only prepared to think the best of others, he did. He listened very carefully to whatever you said, and he gave everyone he met the benefit of every doubt,
believing the best, and liking almost everyone he met. But he was not naive, and
if someone disappointed him it was easy for him to keep the sin and the sinner
entirely separate in his mind. I hope God is like Owen Barfield. I felt nourished by
being with him, and keen to be as nice to others as he was to me.
I spent many weekends at "Orchard View," Kent, with Owen and his wife
Maud. Their home was several miles from the nearest village, and here they entertained many American visitors. The Barfields loved having guests, and they took
endless trouble to make one at home. My favourite time of the day was when Owen
and I went for a walk. There were lovely fields and lanes all around. The thing
which gave Owen the most pleasure was the endlessly-changing "skyscapes" as he
called the wonderful combination of clouds and the tops of trees you got around
Orchard View. When he held up his hand for silence, I knew he was listening to
the song of a lark. When Mrs. Barfield retired after dinner, we sat over pipes and
a glass of whiskey and talked philosophy, language, theology, and whatever else
interested us.
Barfield loved pubs, and in Oxford he liked to lunch in the Bird and Baby. He
could fill a room with pipe smoke faster than anyone I knew, but he was a very
moderate drinker, especially of beer. The Inklings fell into two groups: those who
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drank beer by the Pint and those who drank it by the Half. Lewis was definitely
a Pint man, and when he was alive I didn't know it was sold in halves. After his
death, when I got to know the others better, I seemed to go from one extreme to
another. I often lunched in the Bird and Baby with Fr. Gervase Mathew o.r. It was
a privilege to buy him lunch, but he knew I didn't have much money, and he was
embarrassed about always ordering a pint. By way of excusing it he always brought
up Out of the Silent Planet. "Have you ever thought," Fr. Gervase would ask,

"what a totally different book that would have been if, on returning to Earth,
Ransom had gone into that pub and said 'Half a pint of bitter, please'?" Barfield
never had more than a half, and when he saw the size of the beer-mug I brought
back to the table for myself he never failed to say, "A pint?"
Maud Barfield died in 1980 and in 1986 Owen moved into "The Walhatch,"
a residential hotel at Forest Row in East Sussex. His small room became a haven of
peace and sanity for himself and the many who visited him there. Old age came
gracefully, being almost entirely a loss of physical energy, with only the slightest
diminution in his mental abilities. Several years ago I asked if he feared death. "Not
about being dead," he said, "but the whole process of dying." He compared it to
an old man being told "Get up! You're going to China." What would be difficult
for a young man would be very hard for an old one.
His son rang me on Saturday, 13 December 1997 to say that his father was
dying. I went down the next day and found him breathing with great labour, unable
to speak. The family wanted me to pray for him. As I knelt by Owen's bed, I put
my hand on his shoulder. He opened his eyes. I told him the dreaded "trip to
China" had arrived, but that it was going to be easy and short. "The High Gates of
Heaven are opening now in anticipation," I said, "and behind St. Peter I see jack
Lewis - waiting to dispute!" He seemed to understand, and he died a few minutes
later.
Walter Hooper
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