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 In The Company They Keep , Diana Glyer explores the creative writing 

process of C.S. Lewis, J.R.R. Tolkien, Charles Will iams, and the Inklings. She 

describes how they criticized each other, edited eac h other’s work, came up with 

story ideas, challenged each other, played, laughed , argued, collaborated, and 

dreamed together. These excerpts have been adapted from the chapters 

indicated. 

 

  

 From Chapter One: LEWIS AND TOLKIEN 

 C.S. Lewis and J.R.R. Tolkien are generally remembered as authors of creative 

fantasy, but both men made their living teaching at Oxford University. Lewis was a 

Fellow of Magdalen College, serving as a tutor in English Language and Literature; 

Tolkien was a Professor of Anglo-Saxon at Pembroke College, and later became 

Merton Professor of English Language and Literature at Merton College. 

 The two men met at a faculty meeting on 11 May 1926. Lewis’s first impression of 

Tolkien was not particularly favorable. In his diary, he describes Tolkien as “a smooth, 

pale, fluent little chap.” Lewis adds, “No harm in him: only needs a smack or so.”  

 It got worse. As Lewis and Tolkien grew to know one another, it became clear they 

had a number of fundamental disagreements, including differences in religious 

convictions and academic loyalties. Lewis writes, “At my first coming into the world I 

had been (implicitly) warned never to trust a Papist, and at my first coming into the 

English Faculty (explicitly) never to trust a philologist. Tolkien was both.” 

 

 



  Within months of their first meeting, Lewis and Tolkien found themselves on 

opposite sides of a curriculum reform measure being hotly debated at Oxford. Tolkien 

thought that the English curriculum should be based on close study of ancient and 

medieval texts and their languages, believing that if students were given a solid 

foundation, they could read the full range of modern texts on their own. Lewis, on the 

other hand, sided with those who favored an emphasis on post-Chaucerian literature. 

 Tolkien was prepared to fight energetically for his curriculum. He decided that the 

best way to promote it would be to foster a love for Old Norse among his colleagues. 

So he founded a club he called the Kolbítar (literally “the Coalbiters”), adopting an 

Icelandic word for “old cronies who sit round the fire so close that they look as if they 

were biting the coals.” They met to read Icelandic sagas and the Eddas in their original 

language.  

 Lewis was immediately drawn in. For him, the chance to study these texts was the 

fulfillment of his life-long devotion to northern mythology. He was only nine years old 

when he first discovered “Tegner’s Drapa” by Longfellow and was “uplifted into huge 

regions of northern sky” that he “desired with almost sickening intensity.” At twenty-

eight, he remained unabashed in his enthusiasm for these ancient texts. He explains in 

his diary, 

 

 Hammered my way thro’ a couple of pages in about an hour, but I am making 

some headway. It is an exciting experience, when I remember my first passion 

for things Norse under the initiation of Longfellow… . It seemed impossible then 

that I shd. ever come to read these things in the original. The old authentic thrill 

came back to me once or twice this morning: the mere names of god and giant 

catching my eye as I turned the pages of Zoega’s dictionary was enough.  

 

  The Coalbiters met regularly, working their way through ancient sagas and thrilling 

over both the literature and the language. Despite strong initial suspicion and intense 

professional conflict, Lewis and Tolkien discovered significant common ground. They 

gravitated towards each other because they shared an interest in what they called 

“northernness.” As they talked together, Lewis was slowly won over to Tolkien’s view of 



the English curriculum. And as they worked together, they forged a solid friendship, a 

friendship that lasted a lifetime. A student at Oxford in the mid-thirties, E. L. Edmonds, 

remembers, “It was very obvious that [Lewis and Tolkien] were great friends—indeed, 

they were like two young bear cubs sometimes, just happily quipping with one 

another.” The transition from early suspicion to lasting friendship occurred as they 

stood side by side, looking together in the same direction, absorbed in a common 

interest.  

 

  

From Chapter One: THURSDAYS AT MAGDALEN 

As the group grew, the members fell into a regular habit of Thursday evening 

meetings. The Inklings gathered in Lewis’s rooms at Magdalen College, a setting that 

Carpenter describes as “rather bleak”:  

 

The main sitting-room is large, and though certainly not dirty it is not particularly 

clean. …[Lewis] never bothers with ashtrays but flicks his cigarette ash … on to 

the carpet wherever he happens to be standing or sitting. He even absurdly 

maintains that ash is good for carpets. As for chairs—there are several shabbily 

comfortable armchairs and a big Chesterfield sofa in the middle of the room—

their loose covers are never cleaned, nor has it ever occurred to Lewis that they 

ought to be. Consequently their present shade of grey may or may not bear 

some relation to their original colour.  

 

 Members would arrive sometime after dinner, usually around 9:00 p.m. According 

to Warren Lewis, “There was a tacit agreement that ten-thirty was as late as one could 

decently arrive.” Meetings of the Inklings followed a simple structure, and “The ritual of 

an Inklings was unvarying.” When half a dozen members had arrived, Warren Lewis 

would produce a pot of very strong tea, the men would light their pipes, and C. S. 

Lewis would call out, “Well, has nobody got anything to read us?” Then “out would 

come a manuscript, and we would settle down to sit in judgement upon it.”  

 The range of texts read aloud at Inklings meetings was rich and remarkable. 



Tolkien read The Lord of the Rings. He also shared original poetry, excerpts from “The 

Notion Club Papers,” and sections from The Hobbit. Williams read each chapter from 

“The Noises That Weren’t There” and All Hallows’ Eve, as well as his Arthurian poetry 

and an occasional play, including Seed of Adam and Terror of Light. Lewis read Out of 

the Silent Planet, The Great Divorce, The Problem of Pain, Miracles, and others, many 

of them chapter by chapter as they were written. He read poetry, including “Donkey’s 

Delight,” and, at one point, a long section of his translation of Virgil’s Aeneid. He also 

read The Screwtape Letters to the group, and, according to R. E. Havard, “They really 

set us going. We were more or less rolling off our chairs.”  

 Other members of the group attended less frequently and contributed less often. 

Nevill Coghill and Adam Fox read poetry, the former light lampoons and the latter more 

serious lyrics. David Cecil read excerpts from his book Two Quiet Lives, a literary study 

of Dorothy Osborne and Thomas Gray. Colin Hardie read a paper on Virgil. Owen 

Barfield read a short play on Jason and Medea. John Wain read a number of his own 

poems and his book on Arnold Bennett. 

 During the years the Inklings met, Warren Lewis began to write books about 

seventeenth- and eighteenth-century France, exploring in particular the reign of Louis 

XIV. His book The Splendid Century has become a standard text in its field. The 

Inklings observe that Warren Lewis often provided the best and most thought-

provoking material read at Inklings meetings. 

Listening to drafts and offering energetic feedback occupied the better part of every 

Inklings meeting. Warren Lewis makes it clear that the Inklings were unbiased in their 

judgments, observing, “We were no mutual admiration society: praise for good work 

was unstinted, but censure for bad work—or even not-so-good work—was often 

brutally frank.” Havard adds, “Criticism was frank but friendly. Coming from a highly 

literate audience, it was often profuse and detailed.”  

 

 

From Chapter One: TUESDAYS AT THE BIRD AND BABY 

One way to get a clearer picture of the Inklings is to contrast their regular Thursday 

night meetings at Magdalen with other, more informal gatherings that took place 



throughout the week. The Thursday writers group might be described as the defining 

event or effective center of gravity of the Inklings. It is catalyzed their identity, defined 

their membership, justified their name.  

But even though the focus of the Inklings is quite specific, the range of their 

activities is quite diffuse. They met in smaller clusters throughout the week to discuss 

literature, trade manuscripts, give advice, or collaborate on projects. They saw one 

another in many other venues: for lunch, dinner, or beer; for walking tours through the 

English countryside; for feasts and celebrations of special events, such as their 

frequent ham suppers and the special weekend celebration to toast the end of the war. 

Although the Thursday group was fairly stable and predictable, a network of 

friendships preceded these Thursday meetings and continued after the regular 

meetings ended. Their literary influence flourished in many ways and diverse places 

throughout the years that they met. 

Of these meetings, the best known was the gathering on Tuesday mornings. They 

met at an Oxford pub named Eagle and Child, though it has long been referred to as 

the “Bird and Baby” by those who frequent it. These meetings were open and public. 

Warren Lewis makes it clear that they were separate from and secondary to the 

Thursday writers group. He also emphasizes, “Of course there was no reading on 

Tuesday.” Carpenter makes it clear that “talking, rather than reading aloud, was the 

habit at these morning sessions in a pub.” And Wain takes pains to contrast the “more 

serious Thursday evenings” with what he calls the “purely convivial meetings in an 

Oxford public-house on Tuesdays at mid-day.”    

Nathan Starr attended one of the Tuesday meetings. Recalling it years later, he, 

too, emphasizes its informality:  

 

During that evening [Lewis] told me about a gathering of friends he attended 

regularly at a pub in the town. He asked if I would join him at their next session. 

Would I indeed! At noon on the day set I presented myself at a pub called The 

Eagle and the Child, the name vividly illustrated by a large sign on which was 

painted Ganymede being borne aloft by the eagle of Zeus. … I entered, and 

after ordering my pint of bitter at the bar, I was directed to the parlor, which the 



proprietor had set aside for the gathering of Lewis and his friends. … The 

conversation at The Bird and Baby was rather casual and general; I do not 

recall any sustained serious discussion. It was almost entirely informal, friendly 

talk among men of like vocations and interests.  

 

Unlike the Thursday meetings, this get-together at the pub can, indeed, be 

accurately described as just a gathering of friends, an opportunity for informal friendly 

talk, an assembly of those who had much in common and much to share. Tuesday 

meetings at the Eagle and Child developed a reputation for being quite boisterous, 

partly as a result of Lewis’s exuberance, partly the equally dynamic presence of men 

like Hugo Dyson, Nevill Coghill, and Charles Williams. James Dundas-Grant, one of 

the lesser-known members of the Inklings, emphasizes the drama and the energy: “We 

sat in a small back room with a fine coal fire in winter. Back and forth the conversation 

would flow. Latin tags flying around. Homer quoted in the original to make a point.” 

Even Professor Tolkien, often pictured as reserved and reflective, joined in the fray by 

“jumping up and down, declaiming in Anglo-Saxon.”  

Things got so wild that Lewis wondered what other people made of it. He 

suggested “the fun is often so fast and furious that the company probably thinks we’re 

talking bawdy when in fact we’re v. likely talking Theology.”   

As we will see in chapter two, a number of controversies and disagreements have 

arisen about the nature of the Inklings. But the vitality, intellectual rigor, and intensity of 

interaction are never in doubt. And the Inklings are clear and unequivocal in their frank 

appreciation for this group. Warren Lewis calls the Inklings “a famous and heroic 

gathering.” He describes their conversation as “an outpouring of wit, nonsense, 

whimsy, dialectical swordplay, and pungent judgement such as I have rarely heard 

equalled.” Havard echoes Warren Lewis’s sentiment, observing, “The talk was good, 

witty, learned, high-hearted, and very stimulating.” John Wain, generally quick to carp 

and criticize, says of the Thursday meetings, “The best of them were as good as 

anything I shall live to see.”  

 

  



From Chapter Three: PRESSURE AND PERSEVERANCE 

Encouragement was a defining feature of the Inklings and, in general, 

encouragement was offered in a positive, nurturing way. But there is a form of 

encouragement that is more forceful, even coercive, in nature. Caroline Gordon 

provides an illustration of, describing the influence of Ford Madox Ford as follows: 

 

Ford took me by the scruff of the neck . . . set me down in his apartment every 

morning at eleven o’clock and forced me to dictate at least five thousand words 

of my novel to him. If I complained that it was hard to work . . . he observed ‘You 

have no passion for your art. It is unfortunate’ in such a sinister way that I would 

reel forth sentences in a sort of panic.  

 

The intimidation described in this situation is unusually severe. Yet this approach is 

not at all uncommon. Williams, for example, relied a great deal on his wife for this kind 

of necessary pressure. Separated after his move to Oxford, Williams writes to her 

admitting, “An infinite distaste of writing is on me.” He laments, “Why are you not here 

to give me a cup of tea, & then make me do some work?”  

At times a similar dynamic is evident in the interaction between Lewis and Tolkien. 

Tolkien explains that when he produced text that was not up to par, Lewis would say, 

“You can do better than that. Better, Tolkien, please!” Tolkien writes, “I would try. I’d sit 

down and write the section over and over.” Lewis admits that his part in Tolkien’s 

writing process often “carried to the point of nagging.” 

Tolkien needed the presence of others who provoked him to keep writing. His 

progress on The Hobbit is a clear example. Tolkien drafted most of it in 1930 and 

1931. He wrote it rather quickly up to the point where Smaug the dragon is about to 

die. There he stopped, and the story fragmented into rough notes and remained 

incomplete. He read it to his sons. He also showed it to C. S. Lewis, who had a 

“delightful time” reading it, and declared that, apart from the rough ending, he thought it 

“really good.” Early in 1936, some staff members at Allen & Unwin learned of the 

unfinished story and urged Tolkien to finish it. Responding to their interest, he 

completed the book and submitted it on 3 October 1936. The book was published 



about a year later. A publisher, a deadline, and a specific request were the ingredients 

Tolkien needed in order to bring that project to a close. 

Pressure continued to play an important role in Tolkien’s productivity. Gratified by 

the reception of the book, Stanley Unwin told Tolkien, “A large public will be clamouring 

next year to hear more from you about Hobbits!”  

Unwin and Tolkien met to discuss future projects. Tolkien gave him rough 

manuscripts of The Silmarillion, Mr. Bliss, Farmer Giles of Ham, Roverandom, and The 

Lost Road. All were rejected. Unwin and the public “clamoured” for Hobbits instead. 

On 19 December 1937, Tolkien recorded cautiously, “I have written the first chapter 

of a new story about Hobbits—‘A long expected party.’ ” He struggled to make 

progress, and as he wrote, the story began to change, gaining darker elements and 

extending into much longer narrative segments and far greater complexity. On 31 

August 1938, Tolkien told Unwin that the book was “getting quite out of hand.” The 

project that had begun rather simply as another Hobbit story, suitable for children and 

filled with picnics, parties, riddles, and pranks, had become richer, more complex, and 

much more challenging to write.  

By the winter of 1942, Tolkien became discouraged.  The reasons are complex. He 

was uncertain about the direction of the story, explaining “I did not know how to go on.” 

Furthermore, as Carpenter writes, “Two of his sons, Michael and Christopher, were 

called up into the armed forces, and his anxiety about them certainly distracted him 

from the task.” Also, at the height of World War II, Tolkien served as an air raid 

warden, and while this did not occupy a great deal of his time, it demanded significant 

emotional energy, which took its toll. 

Another factor also weighed him down: Tolkien was beginning to doubt that his 

book would ever be published. In December of 1942, he wrote to Stanley Unwin 

asking, “Is such an ‘epic’ possible to consider in the present circumstances?” He 

clarifies, “It is a question of paper, bulk, and market!” Given the shortages and 

distractions of wartime, Tolkien had begun to wonder if the publication of such a long 

book was even a possibility. Despite these deep misgivings, Tolkien told Unwin that he 

hoped to finish the book within the next few months. Instead, he abandoned it 

altogether, and “not a line on it was possible for a year.”  



Tolkien was “dead stuck.” Then, on 29 March 1944, he had lunch with Lewis. Lewis 

provided encouragement in two different ways. First, he shared his own work in 

progress. Tolkien records, “The indefatigable man read me part of a new story!” In the 

act of sharing his own work, Lewis challenged Tolkien, providing a hint of friendly 

rivalry. But Lewis also provoked him directly, urging him to get back to work and finish 

his book. In a tone both grumbling and appreciative, Tolkien writes, “He is putting the 

screw on me to finish mine. I needed some pressure, & shall probably respond.”  

It is tempting to try to recreate what these men said at lunch that day. But whatever 

the content or mood may have been, this single conversation proved to be the critical 

turning point. Five days after the meeting, on 3 April 1944, Tolkien writes, “I have 

begun to nibble at [The Lord of the Rings] again. I have started to do some (painful) 

work on the chapter which picks up the adventures of Frodo and Sam.” And two days 

after that, Tolkien writes, “I have seriously embarked on an effort to finish my book, & 

have been sitting up rather late: a lot of re-reading and research required. And it is a 

painful sticky business getting into swing again.” From that time, Tolkien reports 

steady, significant progress and records that Lewis and the others offered frequent 

praise for sections of the text that he read at Inklings meetings. 

  

From Chapter Eight:  WIDENING CIRCLES  

I have argued that viewing the Inklings as a writing group helps us to understand 

them better. It also offers us a more accurate view of the creative process and 

encourages us to view literary influence with less suspicion and more appreciation. As 

a result, we consider the past more accurately and the present more openly. We also 

look to the future and recognize the ways that influence continues to shape new 

generations of writers and artists.   

Several important thinkers have used powerful images to express this idea. 

Perhaps the best known word picture that is that of Kenneth Burke’s “unending 

conversation”: 

 

Imagine that you enter a parlor. You come late. When you arrive, others have 

long preceded you, and they are engaged in a heated discussion, a discussion 



too heated for them to pause and tell you exactly what it is about. In fact, the 

discussion had already begun long before any of them got there, so that no one 

present is qualified to retrace for you all the steps that had gone before. You 

listen for a while, until you decide that you have caught the tenor of the 

argument; then you put in your oar. Someone answers; you answer him; 

another comes to your defense; another aligns himself against you… . However, 

the discussion is interminable. The hour grows late, you must depart. And you 

do depart, with the discussion still rigorously in progress.  

 

This description illustrates the extent to which each utterance is embedded in an 

ongoing exchange, simply one small part of an intergenerational dialogue. While 

Burke’s expression of this idea may be the best known, the same idea is expressed 

with particular beauty and ringing clarity by Dorothy L. Sayers. Scorning those scholars 

who have left Dante “enthroned in a vacuum,” she stresses the need to rescue him 

from the “exalted isolation in which reverential awe has placed him.” This shift is a vital 

step in all literary scholarship: 

 

Poets do not merely pass on the torch in a relay race; they toss the ball to one 

another, to and fro, across the centuries. Dante would have been different if 

Virgil had never been, but if Dante had never been we should know Virgil 

differently; across both their heads Ezekiel calls to Blake, and Milton to Homer.   

 

Burke and Sayers place significant value on continuity as an essential attribute of 

the creative process. Jonson, Goethe, and Shelley, too, all celebrate the poet as one 

who invents within the rich, supportive context of other writers and other works. 

Tolkien, Barfield, and Lewis, to a greater or lesser extent, align themselves with this 

long-established view. And here and there other writers raise their voices passionately 

in support of creativity in community. In a speech given when he won the Sunburst 

Award, Cory Doctorow underscores this same theme:   

 

No writer is an island, no idea is original, no effort is a solo effort. We stand 



upon the shoulders of giants, we collaborate with our colleagues and with the 

immortal words of our dead literary ancestors. Literature—indeed, all human 

endeavor—is dignified and uplifted through collaboration and cooperation. We 

sit atop a great erected infrastructure of human invention and effort, all of it 

embodied in the bricks and boards that surround us, and, most importantly, in 

the traditional knowledge that allows each generation to improve upon the 

bricks and boards of the last one. 

 

Tolkien explores this very idea in his essay “On Fairy-Stories,” using three different 

images to express three facets of this concept. First, Tolkien uses the image of a single 

tree, what he calls the “Tree of Tales,” on which stories exist as branches “intricately 

knotted” (22). Second, he conceives of all stories everywhere as existing as parts of a 

tapestry or web, an image that implies the work of many hands, many colors, many 

times, all contributing to one enormous, seamless, single work. Finally and most 

powerfully, he uses the image of a cauldron: “Speaking of the history of stories and 

especially of fairy-stories we may say that the Pot of Soup, the Cauldron of Story, has 

always been boiling, and to it have continually been added new bits, dainty and 

undainty.” By selecting these specific metaphors—tree, tapestry, web, and cauldron—

Tolkien emphasizes that each individual creative act is a participant in something large, 

beautiful, and complex. 

Tolkien illustrates this idea in practical terms when he answers a letter from Carey 

Blyton, who asks for permission to compose a Hobbit Overture. Rather than bristling at 

the idea, expressing some sort of proprietary privilege over an independent artistic 

response to his work, Tolkien responds to the request with generosity and 

graciousness that illustrates his perspective of the ongoing nature of creative projects: 

“You certainly have my permission to compose any work that you wished based on 

The Hobbit.”  He not only enthusiastically grants permission, he leaves the nature of 

the work completely unrestricted. His open-handed attitude is further clarified as he 

adds, “As an author I am honoured to hear that I have inspired a composer. I have 

long hoped to do so.” He cherished this idea early in his creative process, writing that 

in imagining a mythology for England, his plan was to “leave scope for other minds and 



hands, wielding paint and music and drama.”  

The Inklings emphasize participation in their reflection on creativity, and in their 

creative work as well. No-one expresses this idea better than Tolkien, who illustrates 

this powerfully in a scene that is central to his work on Middle-earth. In The Return of 

the King, as Frodo is wrapping up his estate before leaving the Shire for good, he goes 

through his papers with Sam Gamgee, and hands him his keys. The keys are physical, 

of course, as Sam is to inherit Bag End and the rest of Frodo’s belongings. But another 

“key” is also passed on. In addition to inheriting Frodo’s house and his treasure, Sam 

stands in line to inherit something else, something far more important: 

 

There was a big book with plain red leather covers; its tall pages were now 

almost filled. At the beginning there were many leaves covered with Bilbo’s thin 

wandering hand; but most of it was written in Frodo’s firm flowing script. It was 

divided into chapters but Chapter 80 was unfinished, and after that were some 

blank leaves.   

 

The big book is the Red Book of Westmarch. It was begun a generation earlier as a 

record of Bilbo’s memoirs: “There and Back Again, a Hobbit’s Holiday.” To this, Frodo 

has added his own account of the War of the Ring, “with the aid of his friends’ 

recollections.” At this point, Tolkien tells us, the “title page had many titles on it,” seven 

to be exact, each drafted, then reconsidered, then crossed out. There has been a great 

deal of drafting, editing and revision along the way. Frodo has settled on the current 

title, now calling the book 

 

 THE DOWNFALL 

OF THE 

LORD OF THE RINGS 

AND THE 

RETURN OF THE KING 

 



 (as seen by the Little People; being the memoirs of Bilbo and Frodo  

of the Shire, supplemented by the accounts of their friends and  

the learning of the Wise.) Together with extracts from Books of Lore translated 

by Bilbo in Rivendell.  

 

As Frodo gives him the large red book, Sam looks down at it in wonder. “Why, you 

have nearly finished it, Mr. Frodo!” he exclaims.     

Frodo’s answer is gentle, but certain: “I have quite finished, Sam,” he says. Then he 

adds, “The last pages are for you.”  

The Red Book that tells the story of the Third Age of Middle-earth is a great 

collaborative work, based on ancient manuscripts and built upon stories told by Bilbo 

and Frodo and Sam in turn. The Red Book of Westmarch, like the adventure that it 

describes, is shaped in creative collaboration. 
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