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PROLOGUES
THE OLD PROFESSOR

Working at his typewriter in his garage study, painstakingly re-
cording the history of the First and Second Ages of Middle-earth,
Professor Tolkien must have seemed like Bilbo Baggins himself at
Rivendell, carefully chronicling in the Red Book of Westmarch his
fantastic adventures. The room accurately reflected an author once
described by his friend C.S. Lewis as a “great but dilatory and
unmethodical man.” Books were everywhere, in stacks and on
shelves, dark-topped tobacco tins lined the shelves as well, and
scattered about and stuffed into drawers were papers filled with
Elvish scribblings, histories, and genealogies. A blue wind-up alarm
clock sat prominently on the desk, to remind Tolkien of appoint-
ments and interviews. Everything was covered with what Tolkien
called “distinguished dust.”

Tacked on the window ledge was a map of Middle-earth on which
in blue-black ink the journeys of Bilbo and Frodo were marked.
Over the door leading to the garden was an old kaffir powder horn
from South Africa, and on the floor by the desk was an old and
battered, buff-colored portmanteau. A visitor once asked what was
in the portmanteau. Tolkien grinned: “It isn’t there for anything at
all except that inside it are all the things I've been going to answer for
so many years. I've forgotten what they are.”

Amid the clutter, smoking his pipe, sat the retired professor —
smiling, square-faced, and silver-haired. In his later years, Tolkien
could well have served as the model for an English country squire:
tall, slightly stooped, and slightly plump — a fastidious dresser, with
a propensity for wearing waistcoats or sweaters beneath his stylish
tweed suits. More than most men, he laughed, and constantly
amused himself by making up jokes. He shared his sense of humor
and fair play with everyone with whom he came in contact. An
English journalist once described Tolkien as “‘a cross between Bilbo
and Gandalf,” and indeed his appearance and outlook resembled
closely that of his beloved hobbits. According to Tolkien’s descrip-
tion of hobbits in The Lord of the Rings, their “faces were as a rule
good-natured rather than beautiful, broad, bright-eyed, red-
cheeked, with mouths apt to laughter, and to eating and drinking.
And laugh they did, and eat, and drink, often and heartily, being
fond of simple jests at all times, and of six meals a day (when they
could get them). They were hospitable and delighted in parties, and
in presents, which they gave away freely and eagerly accepted.”

Furthermore, hobbits “love peace and quiet and good tilled earth:
awell-ordered and well-farmed countryside was their favorite haunt.
They do not and did not understand or like machines more compli-
cated than a forge-bellows . . . Even in ancient days they were, as a
rule, shy of ‘the Big Folk,’ as they call us, and now they avoid us with
dismay and are becoming hard to find. They are quick of hearing and
sharp-eyed, and though they are inclined to be fat and do not hurry
unnecessarily, they are nonetheless nimble and deft in their move-
ments.” In addition, hobbits love with a passion tobacco and mush-
rooms, bright colors (especially yellow and green), and prefer a
comfortable life at home to travel and adventure.
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Such a description would equally have applied to Professor Tol-
kien himself. “I am in fact a hobbit in all but size,” he once told an
interviewer who had noted the similarity. “I like gardens, trees,
unmechanized farm lands, I smoke a pipe and like good, plain food
— unrefrigerated — but I detest French cooking. I like — and even
dare to wear in these dull days — ornamental waistcoats, I'm fond of
mushrooms out of a field, have a very simple sense of humor (which
even my most appreciative critics find tiresome). I go to bed late, and
get up late, when possible.”

The fame and success that The Lord of the Rings brought Tolkien in
his mid-70’s both surprised and perplexed him. He was pleased that
his books had become immensely popular, but was loathe to accept
the mantle of fame his readers tried to press on him. Though
occasionally accessible to admirers who requested an audience
properly, Tolkien was quite unavailable to the general public. For as
his popularity grew, he withdrew increasingly from public view. Like
other famous figures, Tolkien was constantly badgered with well-
intentioned admirers — businessmen wishing to cash in on his
popularity, for example, and other interlopers. Although Tolkien
was once a well-known figure on the Oxford scene, instantly recog-
nized as he walked along the Carfax or bicycled along Merton Lane,
with his long black robe flapping in the breeze, fame forced him to
hide from the world. So jealously did he guard his privacy in later
years that it was easier for a journalist to obtain an interview with the
prime minister than with Professor Tolkien.

Tolkien disliked academic and popular literary criticism of The
Lord of the Rings. He thought that the critics who had tried to unravel
the allegory of his greatest work had missed the point entirely, for he
insisted that The Lord of the Rings was not an allegory. Tolkien, in
fact, loathed allegory; he preferred instead a cracking good story or
straightforward saga.

Tolkien worked several hours each day in his garage study at 76
Sandfield Road, Headington (a suburb of Oxford). The Tolkiens
enjoyed caring for the roses they had planted shortly after moving to
Headington in 1954, but in late summer and autumn, the neighbor-
hood had to contend with large sporting crowds, which choked the
quiet street that led into the soccer stadium nearby. For on game
days, the footballers would park their cars in any unoccupied drive-
way. In the end, Tolkien installed a gate across his driveway to keep
the sports fans out.

Tolkien had a strong fear of being interrupted. The slightest
unexpected intrusion upon or deviation from his prearranged daily
schedule had an immediately detrimental effect on his writing. And
Tolkien was lazy. His total literary output over a period of more than
five decades was surprisingly small. Tolkien was a disorganized
writer, an incorrigible procrastinator, a slow worker, and one who
created his own distractions. When trying to write, he often doodled
and drew, or worked on the Elvish language, or practiced calli-
graphy, writing a meticulous, but almost illegible black script. And
yet, he complained about how difficult it was for him to work.
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“Exhausting!” is how he once described his feelings about writing to
aNew York Times journalist. “God help us, yes. Most of the time I'm
fighting against the natural inertia of the lazy human being. The same
old university don who warned me about being useful about the
house once said, ‘It’s not only interruptions, my boy; it’s the fear of
interruptions.” ”

After Professor Tolkien’s tremendous success in the United
States, his English publisher, George Allen & Unwin, provided him
with a part-time secretary who visited him weekly in Oxford to help
answer his correspondence, put his notes in order, discuss business
matters, and even assist with light housework. Her name was Joy
Hill, and she became one of Tolkien’s principle links with the
outside world. The longer she assisted Tolkien, the more invaluable
she became to him; it was inevitable that she became one of the few
intimates in the Tolkien household, above and beyond her set duties
to her employer.

The town had changed strikingly since Tolkien first came up to
Oxford in 1911, but it still retained many centuries-old traditions,
buildings, and institutions. The villages and open fields of Tolkien’s
student days had given way to the suburban towns and factories that
now surround the city. The colleges’ appearances have remained
virtually the same for centuries, but gone are the days when students
had to wear academic robes in the town, climb into college over
spiked fences and glass-studded walls after midnight, or face being
sent down and struck off the college register for entertaining, un-
chaperoned, a member of the opposite sex in college rooms. The
Oxford of the mid-60’s was larger, faster, more crowded, built up,
and industrialized, but it still was recognizably and uniquely Oxford.

After his retirement, Tolkien maintained contact with his old
college, Merton. He was pleased to be elected Emeritus Fellow of
Merton in 1963, and regularly dined at High Table during term, or
chatted and sipped sherry with former colleagues in the Senior
Common Room. Among the close friends whom he visited were
Professor Nevill Coghill, who in 1959 had succeeded Tolkien as
Merton Professor of English Language and Literature after Tolkien’s
retirement; Lord Halsbury, who was an amateur philologist and
keen Anglo-Saxon scholar; Dr. Elaine Griffiths, a former student
and Fellow of St. Anne’s College; Reverend Gervase Mathew, one
of the surviving Inklings (a literary group of which Tolkien was a
member) and a Fellow of Balliol College; Professor Norman Davis,
who upon Coghill’s retirement succeeded him as Merton Professor;
Donald Swann, who wrote the music to Tolkien’s poetry in The Lord
of the Rings that was later made into a successful record album; and
his son Christopher, a don at University College, Oxford.

Conversing with Tolkien was a difficult, demanding task because
it was often very difficult to understand exactly what he was saying.
He spoke in a low-pitched, soft-spoken, rapid voice, not bothering
to enunciate or articulate clearly. Tolkien mumbled constantly, his
speech often seemed garbled to even his most attentive listeners,
and he unconsciously upset friends because they could never tell
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whether he was telling a joke or cursing under his breath. Another
problem was that he rarely bothered to take his pipe out of his
mouth; this added constant clicking and sucking noises to his already
garbled conversation.

He was also bad at telling jokes and stories because he invariably
muffed the punch line (or never even got to it), swallowed his words,
or laughed heartily in the middle. According to one friend, Tolkien
was sometimes exasperating because he would change a subject
without warning, or end a thought in mid-sentence and refuse to
elaborate further; and once he lefta subject or brought up anew one,
there was no turning back. But Tolkien spoke the common language
of scholarship with his colleagues (even if at times that common
language happened to be Gothic, Welsh, Icelandic, Anglo-Saxon,
Finnish, or even Elvish). His peculiar manner of speaking, which
would have distinguished him almost anywhere else, was not that
gnfiommon in the academic environments of Oxford and Cam-

ridge.

Tolkien had only a passing awareness of what was happening
outside Oxford and England, and only a superficial knowledge of the
great events and disasters that became front-page news or lead-off
television news stories. For many years, he did not even read a
newspaper, preferring to hear a predigested form of the news in
Senior Common Room conversation or High Table communication.
He refrained from political involvement, had little interest in social
movements or conflicts, and couldn’t be bothered with lurid crime
stories or tales of personal scandal. And yet, Tolkien’s personal
storehouse of knowledge outside his own subjects of philology and
mythology was enormous. He read prodigiously (although the older
he grew, the less he was able to read), and spoke knowledgeably
about everything from French literature (which he detested) to
science fiction (which he loved), from Swiss mountain climbing to
the problems in communicating with Turkish taxicab drivers, and
from early Church history to latter-day ecumenical movements.
Tolkien liked to tell jokes in English, to sing in Gothic, to recite
sagas in Icelandic, to chant in Elvish, and to speak poetry in Anglo-
Saxon.

His life was long and happy, and he confided to a journalist friend
that he had no regrets whatever. The shower of fame and fortune
that came to him late in life did little to change his outward mode of
living. Although he was a wealthy man by most standards, he de-
clined to live ostentatiously or spend indiscriminately. Except for
the up-to-date wardrobe and occasional holidays abroad, the Tol-
kiens lived almost the same as they had for years, living in the same
house, eating the same food, and seeing the same friends as before.

If someone had thought to ask Professor Tolkien what more he
would like to have accomplished in his lifetime, he would probably
have replied that he wanted to finish his first great love, The
Stlmarillion. This work, a “prequel” to The Lord of the Rings, which
covers the history of the First and Second Ages of Middle-earth, had
been started in his youth, completed in first form during World War
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THE YOUNG LAD 1892-1911
John Ronald Reuel Tolkien was born, the first child of Arthur and
Mabel Tolkien, one hot Sunday morning in 1892. Arthur’s middle
name was also Reuel — an ancient Hebrew name that translates
either “friend of God” or “God is his friend” — and the tradition of
including Reuel in each child’s middle name was one that years later
Tolkien himself extended to his own offspring, and which his chil-
dren extended to their children. The name Tolkien derives from the
German Tollkiehn, an older variation of the more modern
Tollkithn. Tolkien’s son Christopher wrote author and critic William
Ready that “the name is German in origin, a compound of ‘toll’
meaning ‘mad’ (cognate with English ‘dull’) and ‘kuhn’ [meaning]
‘brave’ (=English ‘keen’), and so meaning ‘foolhardy.” ” The name
Tollkihn may also be translated as “rash” or “daring,” and can refer
either to someone unwisely bold (America’s Revolutionary War
hero, General “Mad” Anthony Wayne, for example,) or someone
who displays courage and initiative in the face of overwhelming odds
(the Polish cavalry trying to stop Nazi Panzer units). The nearest
equivalent in English would be something like Rashbold.

Tolkien’s ancestral origins were rooted in the Ernestine Saxon
Duchies (which now form the state of Lower Saxony in the Federal
German Republic, and the districts of Karl-Marx-Stadt, Erfurt,
Halle, and Leipzig in the German Democratic Republic). Prior to
when Bismark consolidated the German states into a single Rezch in
1871, the name Saxony was used to designate a number of sovereign
states ruled by members of the Ernestine line of the House of
Wettin. The House of Wettin had since the 13th century ruled land
acquired through war, marriage, negotiation, and a grant from the
Holy Roman emperor, Frederick II. Saxony’s borders changed con-
tinually as Wettin offspring married, conquered, ceded, consoli-
dated, or stole territories from each other. One by one, the great
lines of the Hennenbergs, Albertines, and Eisenbachs died out until,
by the beginning of the 18th century, the House of Ernestine
controlled all the duchies.

Like other feudal rulers, the Wettins warred constantly among
themselves and with their neighbors. The Reformation split Saxony
into hostile Catholic and Protestant factions, and the region fre-
quently became a religious battlefield as powerful European armies
clashed again and again. The Counter-Reformation and the Thirty
Years’ War decimated Saxony, which was left in the end overwhelm-
ingly Protestant. The Tollktihn family branch from which Tolkien is
known to have come was at one time associated with the Elector of
Saxony, who represented the region in the Holy Roman Empire.
Because of the significance of the name, it is likely that one of
Tolkien’s ancestors may have distinguished himself in service to the
Elector, and been subsequently rewarded with rank, wealth, or land.
At the time, a man could often take as his last name a recognized
attribute of valor or strength, a great deed, a physical or mental
characteristic, a title, or a nickname. Such may have been the origin
of the name Tollkiehn.

One of Tolkien’s forebears emigrated from Saxony to England,
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probably in the first half of the 18th century. This was when the
German Hanovers were replacing the Scottish Stuarts on the British
throne.

In 1714, George 1 (1660-1727) had been invited to assume the
throne left vacant by the death of Queen Anne. This was a popular
move at the time, but some years later, King George became in-
volved in a series of scandals that threw suspicion not only on the
Royal Family, but on many other Germans who had emigrated to
England. Perhaps Tolkien’s ancestor decided to Anglicize the family
name in order to avoid sharing the stigma of “German George.” (In
1936, when anti-German sentiment was again on the rise in England,
a rell(ative of Tolkien’s, Frank Neville Tolkien, changed his name to
Tolkin.)

The Tolkien family eventually settled in Warwickshire in central
England, the district that happens to be furthest from the sea. By the
end of the 17th century, Birmingham in Warwickshire was well on
its way to becoming a principal focal point of the Industrial Revolu-
tion, and many thousands flocked to the city for work, wealth, and
opportunity. This helped transform the illiterate farmers who left
the countryside to work in the factories and build the railroads into a
large working-class; it also raised up a new middle class of trades-
men, businessmen, and professionals. The Tolkiens advanced into
1the middle class and a comfortable, though not opulent, style of
iving.

The Protestant Victorian Ethic, coupled with the rise of technol-
ogy and modern medicine, helped insure that most 19th century
English families were large. To help care for such large households,
most parents either joined or created what is known as the extended
family (as opposed to today’s usual nxclear family) in which grand-
mothers, grandfathers, aunts, uncles, and other relatives shared the
burdens and responsibilities of providing money, looking after the
young, and caring for the house. Arthur Tolkien was the first-born of
arather large family, and as such was expected to assist in bringing up
his younger brothers and sisters. Arthur left school early, went to
work, refrained from leaving home, and delayed getting married
until the last of the younger children had grown up.

Arthur Tolkien worked as a clerk in a Birmingham bank, and as his
experience and responsibilities increased over the years, so did his
opportunities. After he was finally free to leave his parents’ home
and live his own life, he decided to accept an offer to become the
manager of a new English bank in what is now South Africa.

Arthur Tolkien was no longer a young man when he first arrived in
Bloemfontein, the bustling, booming capital of the Orange Free
State. South Africa was at that time an amalgam of sovereign coun-
tries, Crown colonies, and still-independent native lands. The most
developed regions — meaning those with the largest number of
white settlers — were those south of the great Kalahari Desert and
east of Cape Town; the Orange Free State was in the middle of these
regions, and Bloemfontein was in the middle of the Orange Free
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State. In the 1870’s, and again in the mid-1880’s, major diamond
discoveries and gold strikes in the Transvaal, Natal, and the Cape
Colony had lured many thousands of adventurers to Africa in search
of fortune. Few found wealth, but most remained — as farmers,
ranchers, miners, and tradesmen. Because of its strategic location,
Bloemfontein became an important trading center, a town, and
finally, a city.

Bloemfontein had been established decades earlier in 1846 as an
oasis town surrounded by endless miles of semi-arid desert. A
farmer named Jan Bloem had discovered the spring from which
flowed the Bloemspruit, the only source of water in the region for
many years until a pipeline was built from the Modder river 22 miles
away. The city is about 750 miles northeast of Cape Town, 250 miles
southwest of Johannesburg, and approximately 300 miles west of
Durban; communication between these capital cities was both long
and arduous until the railroad connecting them was finally finished
in the year Tolkien was born.

Although Bloemfontein was the capital of a sovereign nation and
the seat of the volksraad, or national assembly, it was still, in the
1890’s, a frontier town. Almost a half-century had passed since the
Great Trek, more than 20 years since the end of the Bantu wars, and
a decade since the Zulu war, but tension was growing between the
Boers, who were of Dutch heritage, and the English settlers. In
1890, the population of Bloemfontein was approximately 25,000,
mostly Bechuana and Basuto; there were only 2,077 Europeans at
the time, and although Afrikaans was the official language, English
predominated. The word apartheid had not yet entered the lan-
guage, although the policies of racial discrimination and double
standards of justice had.

Life in the Orange Free State was quite different from life in rural
England. The seasons were, of course, reversed, and the winter days
could become intensely hot. It rained little during winter — even
less in summer — and dry, hot winds often blew across the desert
through the town. The view from the capital was of an unbroken,
treeless desert, punctuated by scruffy farms and surrounded by
distant hills. The town, which once had resembled a Western fron-
tier town, had already begun to look like a small city when Arthur
Tolkien settled there in a large, two-storey white house with both a
balcony and a gallery attached to it. Bloemfontein’s most impressive
building was the new Raadzaal, where the volksraad met, built in
renaissance style and dominating the market square. The city streets
were laid out 1n straight lines at right angles, with the market square
in the middle. Most of the houses were surrounded by large wooded
gardens, well-tended by black servants; as the city thinned out, the
houses gave way to shanties, which in turn gave way to native
settlements and the desert.

Arthur Tolkien married late in life, but apparently he chose well.
His bride, Mabel Suffield, was brought up in a religious family in the
town of Evesham, Warwickshire, about 20 miles south.of Birming-
ham. She was an educated, cultured woman, devoutly religious; she
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and her two sisters eventually became missionaries in Africa. For a
time, Mabel Suffield had tried to teach Christianity to the Sultan of
Zanzibar's harem.

J.R.R. Tolkien was born January 3, 1892. He was small and sickly,
and there was naturally much concern for his health. As an infant, he
reacted badly to the heat and the lack of humidity, though the
climate of Bloemfontein was thought to be healthy for those with
respiratory problems; it is still a rest resort for invalids and convales-
cents. Not long after Tolkien’s birth, the Bloemspruit overflowed its
shallow banks after an unexpectedly heavy rainfall, flooding some of
the richer houses that had been built beside the stream. But the
biggest event of that year was the opening of the railroad between
Capetown and Johannesburg by the president of the Orange Free
State, F.W. Reitz. Hailed as the greatest single move to bring sec-
urity and prosperity to the area, it later became a power pawn
between the British and the Boers.

Bloemfontein apparently made a particularly deep impression on
young Tolkien; throughout his life he retained crystal-clear
memories of his earliest years. Tolkien himself believed that being
born in Africa, and being uprooted to England at a very tender age,
helped stimulate his imagination and memory. The contrast between
the African desert plain and the gentle green hills in England seems
to have triggered a spark of creativity and precocity. “Quite by
accident,” he once said, “I have a very vivid child’s view, which was
the result of being away from one country and put in another
hemisphere — the place where I belonged but which was totally
novel and strange.” He could recall, for example, that his first
Christmas tree had been a wilting eucalyptus, that when he was two
he had bathed in the Indian Ocean, and how horrified he had been to
see a visiting archdeacon eating mealies (ears of Indian corn) in the
proper native fashion.

Tolkien also remembered a somewhat traumatic incident, one
that was later incorporated into both The Hobb:it and The Lord of the
Rings. “I was nearly bitten by snakes and I was stung by a tarantula, I
believe,” Tolkien recalled years later. “In my garden. All I can
remember is a very hot day, long, dead grass, and running. I don't
even remember screaming.” After that, he had a life-long fear of
spiders, which he passed on to his young son Michael by dramatic
bedtime readings of Bilbo's creepy encounter with the spiders of
Mirkwood from The Hobbit, and later, Frodo’s and Sam’s near-fatal
struggle with Shelob in Cirith Ungol in The Lord of the Rings.

There was one other incident, which Tolkien remembered with
great amusement, though when it happened it must have caused
great pandemonium in his family. Like most other white families, the
Tolkien’s employed native houseboys. One of them was named
Isaac, and apparently he was proud of both his position and his
employers; in fact, he named his own son Isaac (after himself) Mister
Tolkien (after Tolkien’s father) Victor (after Queen Victoria) to
show his admiration. Once, he even “borrowed” Tolkien from the
house for several days to proudly show the white youngster off in his
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native kraal (village). The Tolkiens were panic-stricken when they
discovered that both Isaac and their three year-old son were missing,
since Isaac had neither asked permission nor bothered to inform
anyone of his plans. Of course, Tolkien himself had never been in
danger, but his parents hadn’t known that at the time.

Tolkien’s only brother, Hilary, was born in 1894, and he too was
considered a sickly infant. At three years of age, Tolkien had not
grown out of his delicate state of health; neither did he show signs of
improvement. After much deliberation, therefore, it was decided
that for the sake of their health, Mabel Tolkien would take her sons
back to England either until such time as they were strong enough to
return to the hot, dry climate, or until Arthur Tolkien resigned his
position with the bank in Bloemfontein and sought a similar position
in Birmingham.

With great reluctance, the Tolkien family split up in 1895. Being
parted from his father at such a tender age, and under such strained
circumstances, was a painful experience for Tolkien. One particu-
larly poignant memory was of watching the family initials carefully
being painted on the large steamer trunk. With astonishing insight
and maturity, young Tolkien suddenly realized with great sadness
that this was the last time he would ever see his father.

Mabel Tolkien and her two sons boarded a packet ship bound for
England that took them through the Suez Canal and the Mediterra-
nean. Eventually, the three settled in Sarehole, a rural village on the
outskirts of Birmingham. Several months after they arrived, word
came from the Orange Free State that in 1896 Arthur Tolkien had
died of acute peritontis. Apparently, he had been stricken with a
minor case of flu that went unchecked until more serious complica-
tions arose. William Cater, a feature writer for the London Sunday
Times Magazine, was perhaps the only journalist in whom Tolkien
confided family matters. According to impressions that Cater re-
ceived over the course of their friendship, “Tolkien possibly blamed
himself for his tather’s death because he had taken his mother away
from South Africa with his own ill-health. Tolkien seemed to have
felt that if only they had remained there, possibly his father would
have lived.” The loss of his father was the first of several tragedies in
Tolkien’s early life.

Sarehole in the last decade of the 19th century was like an island of
tradition about to be submerged in a vast sea of change. Describing
England in the 1890’s, a contemporary observer wrote that “the old
sobriety of mind has left our shores and we have changed from a
stolid into a volatile nation.” The winds of change gave rise to reform
bills, tariff acts, trades unions, suffragettes, and ultimately, war.
England was about to convulse its way into the 20th century as a
country far different from what it had been scarcely a decade earlier.
A few pockets of 19th century rural England clung tenaciously to the
old ways, but only until World War I swept that idyllic world away.

Sarehole was Tolkien’s vision of “a kind of lost paradise.” He once
said that he had a “strange sense of coming home” when at the age of
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three he first arrived at the Warwickshire village. Sarehole had
“good waterstones and elm trees and small quiet rivers.” It was
surrounded by open fields and farmlands, though in the distance one
could see the grimy smoke of nearby Birmingham. Shakespeare was
said to have visited Sarehole as a youth, and it had not appreciably
changed since his day. “I could draw you a map of every inch,”
Tolkien said when he was 74 years old. “I loved it with an intensity of
love that was a kind of nostalgia reversed. There was an old mill that
really did grind corn, with two millers who went straight into Farmer
Giles of Ham, a great big pond with swans on it, a sand pit, a
wonderful dell with flowers, a few old-fashioned village houses and,
further away, a stream with another mill.”

The family lived in what Tolkien himself described as “genteel
poverty,” although his definition of poverty may have been shaped
relative to the affluent state in which his family had lived in Africa.
Certainly it was a comedown from a fine house with servants, and
their financial situation undoubtedly worsened after Arthur
Tolkien’s unexpected death, but it appears that they were better off
than most other inhabitants of Sarehole. In any event, the degree of
poverty that Tolkien remembered does not seem to have affected
him adversely.

There was a marked dissimilarity between the rustic inhabitants of
the village and the middle-class Tolkien family, however; their dress,
speech, and customs set them apart. Mabel Tolkien apparently took
great pride in dressing her sons in the finery of the day: short black
velvet coats and knee-length trousers, large round hats with draw-
strings, frilly white satin shirts with wide collars’ and huge red bow
ribbons loosely tied at the neck. She also made them wear their hair
long and curly. According to Tolkien, the village children, who had
only plain clothing to wear, “rather despised me because my mother
liked me to be pretty.”

Apparently the change in climate helped both Tolkien and his
brother Hilary to grow to good health. At seven, Tolkien was robust
and tall for his age; he greatly enjoyed playing outside and taking
long walks around the countryside. He was a shy, almost awkward
lad, and although he never became close friends with the other
children in the village, he grew to like and almost to envy them. He
often watched them with admiration as they played in the street, but
as much as he apparently wanted to be like them, he remained an
outsider.

Everything about Sarehole fascinated Tolkien. He bought candy
from a toothless woman at the village stall, and liked to watch the old
miller grind wheat into flour, and farmers as they went about their
business in the fields. Frequent long walks around the countryside
—a practice established and encouraged by his mother —instilled in
him a deep, almost reverent love of nature. Sarehole was undis-
turbed by factories, motor-cars, suburban subdivisions, and social
upheavals; it was an idyllic setting to grow up in.

Many years later, Sarehole became transformed into Tolkien’s
beloved Shire, and the inhabitants became his hobbits. “I took the

4



idea of the hobbits from the village people and children,” he once
told an interviewer, adding that “the hobbits are just what I should
like to have been but never was.” Bag End went straight from his
aunt’s apple farm into the Shire, as did the harvest festivals, farmers,
and other locals. “The Shire,” Tolkien admitted, “is very like the
kind of world in which I first became aware of things.”

Tolkien began to show considerable ability at an early age, a
recocity that he later thought came from his father’s side of the
amily. Fortunately, Mabel Tolkien was very talented in her own

right, and she took charge herself of Tolkien’s education. She had
been a governess before becoming a missionary, and was altogether
qualified to teach Tolkien.

She quickly taught him to read and write, and then progressed to
instruction in Latin, Greek, mathematics, and romantic literature.
Such a regimen would have overwhelmed anyone of lesser talent,
but Tolkien lapped it up. Ironically, he was a lazy student, but he
learned his lessons quiclfly and with such ease that he began to read
and study on his own. Mabel Tolkien’s goal was to prepare her son
for a scholarship examination for the King Edward VI School in
Birmingham, the finest secondary school in the region. Ultimately,
she hoped, he would qualify for a university place.

Tolkien first became interested in language when he was seven,
probably while learning basic Latin and Greek. It is likely that as his
skill in and love for those languages increased, he began to improvise
and experiment on his own. By age nine, he had become marvel-
ously proficient at language, and much of his spare time was devoted
to creating his own. This was disconcerting to his mother, despite the
intelligence and imagination that her young son easily exercised; her
one thought was to have him qualify for a scholarship — he would
have no hope of obtaining any further education if he failed the
examination, since there was no money to pay for his education.

“I invented several languages when I was only about eight or
nine,” Tolkien proudly remembered, “but I destroyed them. My
mother disapproved. She thought of my language as a useless frivol-
ity taking up time that could be better spent in studying. It’s really
too bad. The languages were rather crude attempts, but it would be
interesting to see them.”

After repeated remonstrations, Tolkien reluctantly abandoned
his youthful intellectual pasttime and studiously applied himself to
Greek and Latin. Several years later, however, he once again picked
up the practice of inventing languages, a practice that he avidly
pursued throughout his life.

Mabel Tolkien also first stimulated Tolkien’s great love of fantasy
and fairy-stories. Reading fairy-stories was a great Victorian past-
time, and not only for children. The 19th century proved particu-
larly rich in fantasy writers, and undoubtedly Tolkien became ac-

uainted with many of them. As a child, his mother had read to him
?airy-stories by George MacDonald, William Morris, and Andrew
Lang — which he loved — and tales by Hans Christian Anderson,
Lewis Carroll, and the Brothers Grimm — which he did not. Tolkien

18



later discovered on his own G.K. Chesterton, Hilaire Belloc, H.G.
Wells, and other contemporary fantasy writers, as well as works by
Mallory and Spenser. In fact, Mallory’s Arthurian legend fascinated
and fired his imagination so much that years later he began — but
never completed — an epic poem about King Arthur. But of all the
fairy-stories that he heard or read as a child, he loved those by
George MacDonald the most.*

Mabel Tolkien also managed to instill in her older son an “almost
idolatrous” love of trees, flowers, and nature, classical mythology
and marching band music. He shared her enthusiasm for festivals,
pageants, parades, and fireworks, as well as her love of Queen and
country, thatched cottages, fresh mushrooms, and ultimately, reli-
gion.

Around the turn of the century, Mabel Tolkien was converted to
Catholicism. She embraced the new religion as fervently as she had
the old, and passed her zeal onto her sons. At that time, nearby
Birmingham had become the scene of a resurgence of Catholicism,
stimulated and spearheaded by Cardinal Newman’s Oratory Fathers.
Birmingham had been a hotbed of puritannical Protestantism ever
since the days of the English Civil War, and although it was later the
scene of various nonconformist sects and denominations (notably,
the Unitarians), the city traditionally was anti-Catholic. Through the
centuries, there had been a number of virulent riots against “pop-
ery,” the last major one having been as late as 1867. But as Birming-
ham became an increasingly important industrial center, many
thousands of Catholic Irish and German workers flocked to the city
in search of employment. John Henry Newman, who in 1879 be-
came Cardinal of England, was one of the most important and
influential theologians of the 19th century. At one time he had been
a priest of the Church of England, but as the Anglican movement
became increasingly liberal, he became increasingly conservative;
eventually, he left the Church of England and was ordained a Cath-
olic priest, being accepted into the Congregation of the Oratory of
St. Phillip Neri, otherwise known as the Oratory Fathers. After
nearly two years in Rome, during which time he was given a Doctor
of Divinity degree by Pope Pius IX, he returned to England in order
to establish branches of the Oratory Fathers. In 1847, Newman set
up a chapter in London and then in 1851 moved to Birmingham to
establish the Oratory there. His avowed purpose was “to teach
Catholicism to converts, immigrants and backsliders,” and because
he managed to temper Romanism with Anglicanism, the order
proved notably successful. Newman also established, in 1859, an

* Shortly after the publication of The
Lord of the Rings, Tolkien discussed his
early literary tastes and mentioned
that George MacDonald had been his
favorite writer. But more than a
decade later, he apparently changed
his mind and said that he had had

litcle interest in fairy-stories as a
child, and could not bear to read
MacDonald. “I was, and remained,
primarily interested in the world
about me,” he said to one interviewer,
implying his early disinterest in
fairy-stories and fantasy.
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Oratory school in Birmingham. The school was run along the lines of
an English public school, and it is likely Tolkien attended classes
there before being accepted to the King Edward VI School in 1903.

By 1900, Catholicism in Birmingham had become, if not fashion-
able, at least socially acceptable. The Oratory Fathers were noted for
their zeal in proselytizing in the district, and won many converts.
Mabel Tolkien and her sons apparently were the only ones in both
the Tolkien and Suffield families to change their faith; this at the
time was rather a courageous act, since they depended upon their
relatives for friendship and moral and financial support. Besides her
religious faith to give her strength, she had the advice and assistance
of Father Francis Xavier Morgan of the Oratory.

Father Morgan had been a student at the Oratory School in 1875,
and joined the order after graduating in 1877. He was half-Spanish,
that part of his family being well-to-do sherry merchants from An-
dalusia. He made England his permanent home, but his brother had
elected to live in Puerto Santa Maria in Southern Spain and take care
of the business; Father Morgan visited Spain every other year until
his death in 1935. He was known as Father Francis to his friends and
colleagues, and undoubtedly this is how Tolkien addressed him.
Father Morgan was a tall, silver-haired man who was distinguished
rather than imposing; he had a firm but gentle manner, a keen
intellect, and an unusual sensitivity towards children. He took a
great liking to the Tolkien boys, and was very influential in their
upbringing. In a way, he was a surrogate father to them from the very
beginning.

Although their conversion to Catholicism probably placed a cer-
tain strain on family relationships, Tolkien still enjoyed frequently
visiting his grandmother in Birmingham. One one occasion, his
ever-active imagination and early-age memories played tricks on his
mind when he went to see her. ““I got a perfectly clear vivid picture of
a house, but I now know that it was in fact a beautifully worked out
pastiche of my own house in Bloemfontein and my grandmother’s
house in Birmingham, because I can still remember [Tolkien was in
his mid-70s when he said this] going down the road in Birmingham
wondering what had happened to the gallery, the balcony.”

In 1903, Tolkien won a scholarship to the King Edward VI School
in Birmingham. The King Edward VI School was the oldest educa-
tional institution in the city; it was established in 1552 with money
that had been received after Henry VIII sold the newly confiscated
lands and monastaries that had belonged to the Gild of the Holy
Cross. It had been named for his son, Edward VI, and by the 19th
century, the school had achieved a notable scholastic reputation. It
was not as prestigious as Eton, Harrow, or Rugby, but its academic
standards were high, and a good percentage of its students won
places at Oxford and Cambridge. The King Edward VI School was
on New Street in Tolkien’s time, and consisted of two high schools,
classical and modern, both having a combined student body of
approximately 500 boys. In 18906, an adjoining girls’ high school
with 300 pupils was opened, although classes were not co-
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educational. Also, the King Edward VI School foundation operated
for younger students seven middle, or grammar, schools throughout
the city; these had a total student body of 1,900; only the best
students from these schools were permitted to continue their educa-
tion at the New Street institution.

Going to school in Birmingham meant the end of the idyllic life in
Sarehole. After the Boer War and the unsettled economic condi-
tions it brought in its wake, Birmingham burst into the 20th century
with a vengeance. With an ever-increasing population, the surround-
ing villages eventually became the city’s suburbs and, ultimately,
became completely absorbed into the metropolis itself. This was the
fate of Sarehole, and Tolkien was saddened as he saw the steady
encroachments of civilization marching towards the countryside in
the form of new houses, factories, and suburban railways. Years
later, in the first book of The Fellowship of the Ring, Tolkien painted
the perfect portrait of the Shire as it had been from time immemor-
ial, and although the hobbits wished it to go on forever in the same
way, cosmic events were alreay conspiring to irrevocably change
their way of life. “I wish it need not have happened in my time,”
Frodo sadly tells Gandalf after learning of the impending destruction
of the world as he had known it. “So do I,” said Gandalf, “and so do
all who live to see such times. But that is not for them to decide. All
we have to decide is what to do with the time that is given us.”

To Tolkien, both Sarehole and the Shire had been “tucked away
from all the centers of disturbance,” and had come “to be regarded as
divinely protected, though people didn’t realize it at the time. That’s
how England used to be, isn’t it?” But, according to Tolkien, “behind
all this hobbit stuff lay a sense of insecurity. I always knew it would
go away, and it did.”

The second tragedy in Tokien’s young life was his mother’s death
in 1904, when he was 12 years old. Apparently she had been ill for
some time, and had strong premonitions of death, since she made
advance legal arrangements regarding her sons’ education and up-
bringing. Her greatest concern was that both Tolkien and Hilary
should continue in the Catholic faith, and she feared that if the boys
were given to their Protestant grandparents, they would be pres-
sured into changing their religion. This desire presented a dilemma,
however, since she had no money of her own, and so no means by
which to provide for her children after her death. She decided to
consult with Father Morgan and he offered to serve as their legal
guardian, and to assume responsibility for their upbringing. She
quickly agreed, since this would insure that they would remain
Catholics, as well as receive an excellent education. According to
Phillip Lynch, an elderly priest at the Birmingham Oratory who had
known both Father Morgan and the Tolkien boys in the early 1900’s,
Father Morgan’s guardianship was “a task he fulfilled very ade-
quately.”

After Mabel Tolkien's death, Father Morgan took charge of the
boys and obtained lodging for them in a private boarding house that
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was entrusted with the care of charity-orphans by the Oratory. The
boarding house was an extremely modest structure in the Eddystone
section of Birmingham, with a number of orphans — Catholic and
Protestant — resident. The money provided for the orphans’ food
and care was relatively little, and Tolkien remembered living in a
kind of perpetual twilight of hunger. Tolkien and his brother Hilary
had a second-floor room to themselves, however.

Life in Birmingham was, of course, very different from life in
Sarehole. Instead of quiet solitude and wide open spaces, Birming-
ham was noisy, crowded, and dirty. Its population had grown to well
over a half-million by 1900, partly by attracting new workers to the
district, and partly by gobbling up the surrounding suburbs and
villages. Birmingham was known as “a community of untiring indus-
trial activity,” a title aptly reinforced by the hundreds of black-
belching smokestacks that poured pollution into the grey sky both
day and night. Many of the nearby districts and towns — Dudley,
Wolverhampton, Walsall, Wednesbury and South Staffordshire —
had also become bustling industrial centers, and the region around
Birmingham was known as “the black country.” Like Upper Silesia
today or the Rhur, the entire valley around Birmingham was, in the
early 1900’s, well on its way to becoming an inter-connected system
of adjacent manufacturing towns that would eventually fuse into one
vast industrial district, swallowing all available open spaces to satisfy
its insatiable appetite for land.

To Tolkien, Birmingham was at once depressing and stimulating.
He hated the squalor, but enjoyed the schools, libraries, parks, and
museums. Best of all, he loved the occasional journeys that Father
Morgan used to take his wards on to still unspoiled English coun-
trysides. Shortly after Mabel Tolkien died, Father Morgan, Tolkien,
and Hilary went by railway for a fortnight’s holiday in Wales. It was
the first time Tolkien had been in the west country, and he de-
veloped a life-long love of Wales and everything Welsh. And as they
penetrated further into the Welsh countryside, snatches of conver-
sation and station signs with Welsh names became more and more
frequent. “I heard it coming out of the west. It struck me in the
names of coal-trucks; and drawing nearer, it flickered past on
station-signs, a flash of strange spelling and a hint of a language old
and yet alive; even in an adesladwyd 1887 ill-cut on a stone-slab, it
pierced my linguistic heart . . . . It is the native language to which in
unexplained desire we would still go home.”

Years later, that impression was still so strong that he declared that
“Welsh always attracted me more than any other language.” Tolkien
incorporated many linguistic components of the Welsh language
into his own Elvish language, especially the sing-song, gentle “Ls”
that roll off the tongue. And in T'he Lord of the Rings, the “music of
Welsh comes through in naming mountains and other places.”

Tolkien’s progress at the school where classical students were
taught was, by school standards, excellent, but only passing accord-
ing to his own potential. He was, in his own estimation, “one of the
idlest boys Gilson [the headmaster] ever had.” After Wales, Tolkien
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again turned to making up languages, and also began studying
Anglo-Saxon, Welsh, and even medieval Welsh on his own. This
talent might have gone unnoticed and undirected if it hadn’t been for
George Brewton, his form-master. Brewton was a “fierce teacher,”
according to Tolkien, and something of a medievalist in his own
right. When he discovered Tolkien struggling through Anglo-Saxon
on his own, using only books found in the library, he took Tolkien in
hand and shared his enthusiasm for medievalism with the teenager.
The first thing he did was quiz Tolkien, in order to learn exactly how
advanced he was in his private studies. Apparently the boy’s know-
ledge was considerable, but incomplete. Having taken his know-
ledge of Anglo-Saxon straight from books, he really had no idea of
correct pronounciation. Nor had he mastered the intricate grammar.

Brewton set up a regular private tutorial session to help Tolkien
with his Anglo-Saxon. He was a demanding teacher — as demanding
as Tolkien was lazy. But no matter how much work Brewton poured
on, or at how fast a pace he conducted the lessons, Tolkien always
managed to keep one step ahead of his teacher, and still have time to
study Welsh, and even Gothic, on his own. After he was satisfied that
Tolkien was sufficiently proficient in the language, Brewton intro-
duced Tolkien to Anglo-Saxon literature. And it was through Brew-
ton that Tolkien first discovered the wealth of untranslated medieval
Midlands literature.

Another instructor at the King Edward VI School who had a
positive influence on Tolkien was a man named R.W. Reynolds.
Reynolds taught English in the upper forms, and he introduced
Tolkien to both literature and, more importantly, literary criticism.
Tolkien was able to synthesize his love of languages with the
methodology for discovering meaning in language.

Tolkien did not neglect his other studies, but he did not pursue
them with great enthusiasm either. He spurned the classics for
Anglo-Saxon literature, and although his Latin and Greek were
excellent, his knowledge of the standard Roman and Greek works
that were required for matriculation to Oxford and Cambridge was
only passing. His weakness in the classics did not bother Tolkien at
the time, and he continued his private pursuit of rather obscure
subjects in preference to the required work; this deficiency was later
to plague him during his first two years at Oxford.

By age 16, Tolkien had grown into a handsome, tall young man,
much admired by the girls. He had outgrown his earlier physical
frailties, and became both an active athlete and a keen sportsman.
He tried out for the school rugby team — the most popular school
sport of the day — and played a number of matches as a member of
the first team. A first-rate student, and still quite shy, he was well-
liked by his classmates, and enjoyed what little social life that living
in a boarding house for orphans could afford him.

Tolkien was probably not yet 16 when he fell in love for the first
-— and only — time in his life. At the Eddystone boarding-house
lived another orphan named Edith Mary Bratt. Her social back-
ground was similar to Tolkien’s. Edith Mary was about 215 years
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older than Tolkien, but this disparity had no appreciable effect on
their blossoming friendship. Nor did the difference in religion seem
important to them, though it became a stumbling block between her
family and Tolkien until she converted to Catholicism.

In time, the friendship grew into love, a “love match” as the
Tolkien family later described it. Such a relationship at their tender
age was bound to be discouraged, so it necessarily developed in
secret. One of their accomplices in love was the housekeeper, a maid
named Annie Gollins, who was enlisted by the couple to carry
messages and arrange meetings. She also helped them by doing little,
and sometimes not so little, favors.

Tolkien and Hilary never quite got enough at the table to satisfy
their ravenous appetites. Edith Mary pleaded with Annie Gollins to
help her steal food from the pantry and scraps from the kitchen to
feed the brothers. Annie Gollins readily agreed to the conspiracy,
and for months they had a makeshift system utilizing the dumb-
waiter for smuggling food upstairs. She would load leftovers on the
dumbwaiter when no one was looking, and quickly hoist it up to
Edith Mary’s third floor room. Edith Mary’s room was directly above
Tolkien’s second floor window; she would ferry the food from the
dumbwaiter to her window, tie it to a string, and let it down to the
hungry brothers below.

This system worked well for months, but eventually the landlady
became suspicious, and set about trying to discover who was stealing
the missing food. They were caught, and the entire story of their love
eventually came out. Their respective guardians were informed of
the situation, and Edith Mary was banished to the house of an aunt
and uncle, with whom she subsequently lived for a number of years.
Not only were they separated, but they were expressly forbidden to
see, visit, write, or communicate in any way with each other. This
edict was not rescinded until Tolkien was at Oxford and Edith Mary
had passed her legal majority.

Father Morgan tried to spend as much time as he could with his
wards, and took their religious instruction as his personal responsi-
bility. As a gesture of respect and admiration, Tolkien taught himself
to read and write Spanish, and he took delight whenever Father
Morgan told them stories about Spain. He genuinely liked Father
Morgan, and both realized and appreciated the Oratory’s guidance
and material assistance in his upgringing.

Most of all, he enjoyed the long walks and trips through the
countryside that they would take together. On one such trip, Father
Morgan took the Tolkien brothers to the Devon coast, with which
Tolkien was immediately and permanently enchanted. (More than
50 years later, long after Professor Tolkien had retired and become
famous, he and his wife bought a modest bungalow in Bournemouth,
on the Devon coast, in order to escape his admirers.) The three of
them stayed at the house of one of Father Morgan’s friends, the
Mathews. Tolkien got to know Mr. Mathew’s son slightly, but the
boy was several years younger than Tolkien. Later, at Oxford, the
acquaintenceship between Gervase Mathew and Tolkien was to
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grow into close companionship.

In 1910, Tolkien sat for an exhibition to Exeter College, Oxford
University, one of the colleges at which the King Edward VI School
had established and funded an exhibitory.* The examination was
highly competitive, since the school’s best students were competing
for the single place available at Exeter. Tolkien outscored all the
others — barely — and though that in itself was considered a great
achievement, he did not receive much praise from either the school
or the Oratory because they knew that he should have passed with a
much higher margin.

Tolkien completed his final form with flying colors, and as a
reward, Father Morgan arranged a mountain climbing holiday for
the 19-year-old during the summer before he was to go up to
Oxford. It was Tolkien’s first trip to the continent, as well as his first
attempt at mountain climbing. He was awe-struck by the sheer
majesty of the Alps, and he often expressed a desire to return (but
never did). He climbed partway up one of the peaks, but inexperi-
ence and bad weather forced his party to abandon their quest for the
summit. This incident was later transformed into the Fellowship's
unsuccessful attempt to enter Mordor by passing over storm-bound
Barazinbar, in The Lord of the Rings.

Tolkien’s early life was marked by two tragedies, the loss of each
of his parents. But it was also marked by the peaceful years at
Sarehole, his friendship with Father Morgan, and his strong religious
faith. Despite his parents’ deaths, poverty, and forced separation
from his sweetheart, Tolkien reflected that “it was not an unhappy

childhood. It was full of tragedies, but it didn’t tote up to an unhappy
childhood.”

*At Oxford and Cambridge, an superior knowledge or ability. The
exhibitionerisastudent whohasbeen  closest American equivalent is the
awarded a fixed sum to pay for his Merit Scholarship winner. There are
college and tuition expenses by differences, however, but these will
demonstrating, or exhibiting, be discussed in the next chapter.
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THE EXHIBITIONER 1911-1915
Young Tolkien first “went up” to Oxford at the beginning of the
1911 Michaelmas term* as a Classical Exhibitioner in Residence at
Exeter College. Prior to the First World War, students at Oxford and
Cambridge were officially listed as exhibitioners, scholars, or com-
moners. Exhibitioners and scholars were students who had been
accepted solely onproven merit—having usually taken a competitive
examination — and whose college fees were paid for from the funds
of a school, college, or university. The subtle difference was that an
exhibition was usually considered inferior to a scholarship “in merit,
dignity, if not the amount;” This is because exhibitions were usually
awarded to students from middle-class high schools; scholarships
were awarded by wealthier upper-class public schools. On the other
hand, commoners, far from being common in the usual sense,? were
students who paid their own college fees. Scholars and exhibitioners
tended to be highly intelligent and academically able; commoners
tended to be quite wealthy, well-connected, and lazy. In Tolkien’s
day, the only physical distinction among the three was the very minor
variations the black academic gowns that junior members of the
university (undergraduates) were required to wear at most times
outside their rooms. In practice, however, there were no academic
differences among the three: scholars, exhlbmoners and common-
ers shared the same college staircases (sets of rooms), had the same
tutors, attended the same lectures, and won the same degrees.
Tolkien, having studied Classics? at King Edward VI School,
elected to read* Classics at Oxford, an almost inevitable choice for
someone with his academic background In England, the Classics
invariably mean Greek and Roman language, literature, art, history,
and philosophy — still the queen of curricula in pre-War England —

*At Oxford, the academic year is
divided into four six-week terms:
Michaelmas (autumn), Hilary, or Lent
(winter), Easter, Trinity (spring).
There is a “short vac” of one month
between Michaelmas, Hilary, and
Easter, but no break between Easter
and Trinity. The “long vac” between

Trinity and Michaelmas runs from
June through September, at which
time new students traditionally come
up. Cambridge, incidentally,
recognizes only three terms, but they
roughly coincide with Oxford’s
schedule.

2In England, a commoner is also a
person who is neither royalty nor
nobility. This definition did not
apply, since many commoners at
Oxford had titles. Technically

speaking, even H.R.H. the Prince of
Wales, who was a student at
Magdalen College in Tolkien’s day,
was a common student.

3In 1902, Oxford University rejected
a proposal to drop Greek as a
compulsary prerequisite for
matriculation, but in 1904, a motion
was carried — but later defeated —
allowing students to substitute a

science, mathematics, or a modern
language for Greek. The Greek
requirement wasn’t dropped until the
1920s, and Latin as a prerequisite
survived until 1971.

4 To “read” in England means to
study; it also refers to the student’s

“major” subject for which his degree
will be granted.
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with optional courses in modern languages, literature, and phil-
sophy: the nearest American equivalent would be a liberal arts
education without science courses.

Tolkien had not selected Exeter College because of any special
merit, appeal, or association; it just happened to have been the
Oxford College to which his exhibition had been applied. In
America, students traditionally choose a particular university be-
cause of its prestige, graduate schools, science programs, location,
tuition, academic reputation, etc. At Oxford and Cambridge, how-
ever, a student is much more likely to choose a college because of the
size of the rooms, the extent of the winecellars, the quality of the
food, and the percentage of fellow students who belong to one’s own
social class. Such apparently arbitrary and trivial reasons help point
out the vast differences between American colleges and universities
and the Oxbridge* system of education. In order to understand the
somewhat complicated and confusing relation of the Oxford col-
leges to Oxford University, it is first necessary to know, in brief at
least, Oxford’s history, and the growth of the great European univer-
sities.

Sometime after the reign of Charlemagne, travel and commercial
intercourse from one European land to another became easier, safer,
and more common, and the so-called Dark Ages gave way to the
Middle Ages. The Church was universal, and the common language
among educated individuals was Latin. Until that time, education
had been solely the province of local monasteries, but this became
less the case as scholars and teachers decided to seek opportunities
elsewhere. Such persons, in their search for employment, naturally
gravitated towards the cities. Many were accepted into rich house-
holds or local monastaries, but others remained “free-lance,” solicit-
ing students however they could and instructing them for a fee.
Since most of these itinerant scholars were foreigners, and so under
constant suspicion by the local townspeople, they inevitably began
to band together in common (fortified) lodging houses for better
protection. This had the effect of creating scholars’ quarters in the
towns, where any lad wishing instruction could go in order to find a
tutor. The lodging-house where scholars lived became known as a
collegium.

In time, when enough scholars crowded into a particular collegium,
they would either add a new wing, or some would leave to build an
entirely new collegium nearby. Also, as scholars became more
numerous, and because most scholars in the Middle Ages belonged
to religious orders, each order — say the Dominicans, or the Fran-
ciscans — wanted a collegium of their own. By the 12th century, a
number of medieval towns had relatively large districts containing
numerous collegia, or colleges, each with its own master, rector,
warden, dean, or father superior, and each competing against the
other for students, noble favor, and money. Inevitably, they began

* Oxbridge is used to describe they share something in common.
Oxford and Cambridge whenever
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to recognize common interests, and created a central administrative
body to oversee the colleges; that central administrative body was
called the #niversitas, or university. It is important to note, however,
that in many, if not most matters, the colleges remained independent
of the unversity.

By the 12th century, the most renowned universities in Europe
were in Paris and Bologna, and scholars from all over Europe flocked
to those cities to join one of the colleges, in order to teach, study, or
become students of other scholars. This included hundreds of En-
glish scholars, most of whom went to the University of Paris. But in
1167 A.D., during one of the periodic feuds between King Henry 11
of England and King Louis VII of France, King Henry ordered all
English scholars resident at European colleges to come home. In
retaliation, King Louis threw out from Paris all those English scho-
lars who had decided to ignore King Henry’s edict. The predictable
consequence of this royal feud was that England was suddenly be-
sieged with as many as 2,000 hungry and homeless scholars and
students.

King Henry quickly decreed that they should move en masse to a
small market town in the Thames Valley called Oxnaford,* or Ox-
ford. This disorganized rabble descended on the town like a plague
of locusts, causing the townspeople great distress as they brought
poverty, inflation, and even plague with them. This initial 12th
century invasion instituted a centuries-old animosity between the
townspeople (Town) and the University (Gown) that has been
periodically punctuated with bloody pitched battles and massacres.
Because of both poverty and plague, the scholars took many years to
organize themselves into colleges; many elected to associate them-
selves with the numerous ecclesiastical establishments and religious
orders that had sprung up in the early 13th century. It wasn’t until
after King Henry III issued in 1248 a royal charter, which gave
attractive one-sided concessions and privileges to scholars and stu-
dents, that the first colleges came about.

There is still considerable controversy over which college is the
oldest in Oxford. University College claims that distinction, having
been founded in 1249, but since it didn’t have a building of its own
until almost 40 years later, Balliol College (1263) claims distinction
as the oldest. Balliol, however, did not develop into a proper college
until its statutes were written in 1282, and this allows Merton
College (1264) to claim title as Oxford’s oldest college by virtue of
the fact that it had functioned as a college since its establishment in
that year, and indeed, all later colleges at both Oxford and Cam-
bridge were modeled upon its statutes and organization.

The actual origin of the University itself is vague, although it
seems to date from as early as 1133, when theological lectures were
given by a cleric named Robert Pullen. It didn’t come to prominence
until after the establishment of the first colleges, however, when the

* Or Oxonia, Oxenforde, or area was a cattle crossing point at the
Oxonforde, all indicating that the rivers Thames (Isis) and Cherwell.
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University was used to represent the colleges’ interests in the town
and to the king. Oxford University, as such, wasn’t even incorpo-
rated until 1571, when Queen Elizabeth I instituted reorganizations
of both Oxford and Cambridge. Over the course of seven centuries,
more than a score of other colleges have been established and
officially associated with the University; as the number of colleges
increased, the power and prestige of the University increased, and in
direct proportion to the decreasing independence of the colleges.

Today, as during Tolkien’s years as a student, the colleges are
primarily reszdences for students and fellows. They grant degrees, of
course, but the curricula, lectures, and examinations are adminis-
tered by the University. Technically speaking, no student ever
attends Oxford University, since no such entity exists. Oxford Uni-
versity is not a physical structure; the buildings most people think of
as Oxford University either belong to the colleges or to the Oxford
Schools.* In the Oxbridge system, a student applies for admission to
a particular college (whose entrance standards are established by the
University), pays fees to the college (some of the money goes to
support the University, the rest goes for room and board and
college-related expenses), lives in his college, and receives a degree
from his college. But he is also automatically a member of the
University, and is subject to University standards, curricula, and
discipline. The distinction between one college and another is really
slight; academically, they are all the same. Students from different
colleges attend the same lectures and share the same tutors. Thus,
the reason a student chooses one college over another is largely
arbitrary, and iikely to be predicated upon petty or sentimental
preferences.

When Tolkien came up to Oxford, he found himself in a town
steeped in history, mythology, and legend. At the time of the Nor-
man invasion in 1066, the town had been barely a village, but in the
14th century, enthusiastic Oxford scholars apparently fabricated a
more ancient and noble history for their town and University. One
legend, as romantic as it is untrue, is that the University had been

date back to the 13th century).

* There are further grounds for
In Tolkien’s day, the University did

confusion because some of the

colleges in Oxford are not in any way
associated with the University. Even
All Soul’s College, one of the oldest
and best-known Oxford colleges, is
technically not part of the University.
Nor are many of the ecclesiastical
colleges, or the “Halls,” in ‘which
students resided and were tutored
prior to entry into one of the
University colleges (several of which

not officially recognize the four
women’s colleges — Lady Margaret
Hall, Somerville, St. Hugh’s, and St.
Hilda’s — although their students
were permitted to attend University
lectures and tutorials, as well as their
examinations. But they were not
permitted to grant degrees until
1920, and were not accorded equal
status to the male colleges until 1960.
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connected, about 1000 B.C., with “Brut the Trojan” (King Mem-
peic) and the Druids. Another legend is that Oxford was the site of a
first century Roman garrison; this sounds credible because the town
rests on a strategically important peninsula having the only practical
river crossing for miles. But it just so happens that the Romans
bypassed the swampy peninsula and made their encampment at
Dorchester-on-Thame, over seven miles away. Still another legend
credits Alfred the Great with founding Oxford, and though this
seems highly unlikely, archeologists have discovered coins in other
parts of what was Alfred’s Kingdom of Wessex bearing the name
Osknaforda or Orsnaforda, which indicates that there might have
been a mint in the town. The last romantic legend surrounding
Oxford’s origin concerns the story of an apocryphal nun named St.
Frideswide, who was said to have founded a nunnery there.

Oxford had been an occasional battlefield between the invading
Danes and the English, and yet another battlefield with the arrival of
the Normans. The town began to grow in size and commercial
importance, prospering steadily until the scholars swarmed in, bring-
ing in their wake a decline lasting nearly a century. From the 13th
century onward, a series of royal charters steadily eroded the
townspeoples’ rights in favor of the University. This caused a great
deal of hostility between Town and Gown, which occasionally broke
out in murders, riots, pitched battles, and even massacres. The worst
massacre occurred on St. Scholastica’s Day, February 10, 1533,
when the outraged townspeople, triggered by some trivial incident,
butchered over 100 students and scholars; afterwards, they were
made to pay a heavy, humiliating penalty, and another royal charter
giving the University even further rights was issued. (An annual
ritual forcing the town mayor to pay one silver penny in token of
submission, to swear to uphold all the rights of the University, and to
hold a solemn high mass in memory of the slain scholars was con-
tinued right up until 1825.) There were no more great massacres,
but the last great riot was as recent as 1857, and the battle cry Town!
Town! Gown! Gown! rallied each side for centuries.

During the Middle Ages, Oxford was a fortified town with great
walls. Little of that Oxford survives today, except perhaps in such
ancient street names as Magpie Lane, Pennyfarthing Street, Slaying
Lane, The Turl, Little Jewry, Seven Deadly Sins Lane, Catte Street,
Kybold Street, Logic Lane, and ironically, Paradise Street (where
Oxford castle once stood, but which later was the site of a prison and
a place of public hangings).* Another reminder of older days is the
iron cross in Broad Street marking the spot where Thomas Cramner
and two other bishops were burned at the stake. The great bell
“Tom” in Christ Church College’s Tom Quadrangle, Cramner’s old
college, still rings 101 times for the college’s original 101 members
at precisely 9:05 in the evening. Students and fellows are still sum-
moned to Hall ac Queen’s College by the blowing of trumpets, and
Christmas day at the college is marked by the arrival in Hall of a
silver platter bearing a boar’s head, at which time the medieval boar’s
head carol is sung by all. Another ancient tradition still flourishing at
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Oxford is “progging;” this refers to when the names of misbehaving
students are taken by a roving black-robed proctor (a senior member
of the University) with two burly bowler-hatted “bulldogs”
assisting.*

Many ancient myths and traditions still abounded in Oxford dur-
ing Tolkien’s student days. Undergraduates, for example, were re-
quired to wear their academic robes atlectures, tutorials, at Hall, and
whenever they went outside the college walls into the town. (Later,
the requirement that they actually wear the robes in the town was
slackened to permit them to carry the robes under their arms; either
way, it made it much easier for proctors and bulldogs to instantly
identify and separate Gownies from the Townies over whom they
had no authority. Attendence at Chapel was, in practice but not
theory, compulsory, except for Catholics, Jews, and nonconfor-
mists, who were permitted to attend their respective religious ser-
vices instead.? In fact, until the early 19th century, fellows, or senior
members of the colleges, had been required to belong to Holy
Orders in the Anglican church; indeed, it was not until 1877 that
fellows were even permitted to marry. The colleges competed to
offer the best food and drink at table, but students and dons* alike
suffered from an appalling lack of basic creature comforts, and
Tolkien had to use the same sort of “japanned tin sponge-bath full of
tepid water” that Lewis Carroll had complained about nearly a
half-century earlier.3 “Ragging” (hazing) by upper-classmen to-
wards new students was officially discouraged, but still endemic in
Tolkien’s day.

Another noble Oxford tradition that was at its zenith when Tol-
kien was a student was that exemplified by the hundreds of Univer-
sity clubs and societies. There were snob clubs, literary societies,
social cliques, sporting clubs, steeplechase societies, and even dining
clubs. Perhaps the most famous (or infamous) Oxford society was
the Hell-Fire Club, which was founded by rich young rakes at
Brasenose College in 1768, and terrorized the countryside for over a
half-century until its last president died of de/srium tremens during a
drinking bout in 1834. Another famous club was the Martlets, a
literary society established during the 1600’s at University College,

* The most famous “progging” story  asked her the dreaded question: Are
occured when Tolkien was resident  you a member of the University? The

in Oxford 1918-1921, at the time quick-thinking student instantly
women were first officially retorted, “I'm sorry — I never speak
recognized by the University. One to strange men in the street!,” hopped
night, the proctor and his bulldogs on her bicycle and sped away from the
tapped an unescorted young lady —  flabbergasted officials.

an offense — on the shoulder and

2 Atheism still was not officially the poet Shelley had been “sent
recognized in Tolkien’s time, down” from University College for
although it was almost a century after officially proclaiming atheism.

3 Dons refer to fellows, tutors, members of either the University or
professors, and any other senior the colleges.

31



whose total attendance at any one time was limited to 12. (C.S. Lewis
was once president of the Martlets, but later quit when they refused
to admit more than 12 members.) Other clubs in Tolkien’s day
included the Old Etonians, the Myrmidons, and the Bullingdon. In
later years, among the better-known clubs were the Wodehouse
Society, the Charon Club, the Uffizi Society, and the short-lived
Merton Essay Club (to which Tolkien may once have read a paper).
Most students at Oxford join one or more clubs or societies during
their undergraduate years, and undoubtedly Tolkien participated in
the University social life in this manner.

The Oxford that Tolkien found in 1911 had not significantly
changed on the surface for centuries. A few new colleges had been
added to the University during the 19th century, but otherwise
things remained much the same. The city itself was surrounded by
vast open fields and pleasant villages — this delighted Tolkien, since
it was such a contrast to the great industrial factories and dirty slums
that typified much of Birmingham. Industry was virtually non-
existent in Oxford, and the largest single employer (after the Uni-
versity) was the Oxford Press, and it had only 300 workers. Horses
still pulled the tram cars around the city, but the chief means of
transportation for members of the University was the ubiquitous
bicycle (Tolkien also had one). At that time, motorcars were rela-
tively rare, and then (as now) junior members of the University who
wished to have them needed written permission from the proctor.
This was all about to change even while Tolkien was a student. A
former bicycle repairman who once had a small shop on High Street,
not far from Exeter College, had recently taken to building motor-
cars. His name was William Morris,* and he would later be respon-
zlible for irrevocably altering the Oxford landscape Tolkien loved so

early.

In Tolkien’s time, there were, out of a total population of about
50,000, 3,000 junior and senior members of the University. These
Oxonians? lived, for the most part, a life completely divorced from
that of the townspeople. In past centuries, this demarcation even
extended to the courts: the town had absolutely no jurisdiction over
wrongdoers who were associated with the University (this included
even cooks and bedmakers), not even if they had committed rape or
murder.? This particular prerogative of the University had been long

* No relation to the 19th century writer.

2 Oxonians specifically refer to both  in Oxford or from Oxford, whether

present and past members of the he or she ever had an association with
University, but popular usage has the University.

been expanded to mean anyone living

3 As might be expected, the against members; this blatent double
University courts were especially standard of justice caused great
lenient with members who were resentment among the townspeople,
accused of offenses against the which occasionally precipitated riots
townspeople, and harsh against and retailiatory murders.

townspeople who committed offenses
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abrogated by Tolkien’s day, of course, but the continued existence
of two separate Oxfords was still manifest in many ways. For exam-
ple, both Town and Gown patronized their own pubs and hotels;
University students went to such places as the Turf, Turl, White
Horse, Bear, Royal Oak, and King’s Arms to drink; they ate at the
Randolph Hotel and the Eastgate Hotel, and bought their pipes and
tobacco at Cooke’s and Colin Lunn. Town-Gown romances were
officially discouraged by both factions, undue fraternization was
frowned upon, and black-robed students were warned against wan-
dering into certain sections of the town alone after dark. Punch-ups
and beatings were not all that uncommon in 1911, although the last
pitched Town-Gown riot had taken place almost a half-century
earlier. Actually, the problems between Town and Gown scarcely
affected Oxford undergraduates because few ever had occasion to
overstep the invisible barriers or violate the unwritten laws that
separated the two.

In the year Tolkien came up, two quite different, but not unre-
lated struggles were raging in Oxford and throughout England. The
final battle for the supremacy of the House of Commons over the
House of Lords in Parliament had precipitated the greatest political
controversy in England since the great Chartist and Reform Bill
agitations in the nineteenth century. It is quite probable that Tolkien
himself had a nostalgic allegiance to the hereditary House of Lords,
and regretted when that chamber was finally pressured into voting
itself into impotence. Years later, he expressed his fondness for both
royalty and nobility when he said, “I'm rather wedded to those
loyalties because I think that, contrary to most people, that touching
your cap to squire may be damned bad for squire, but damned good
for you.” The Lord of the Rings, of course, depicts an hierarchical
world governed by hereditary kings and lords. (“This system has
never been worse than others in struggles for power.”) The other
struggle in that year was the beginning of the final clash between the
University and the colleges for supremacy. Earlier, the pressure
from the University to make professors from the Oxford Schools
also fellows of the colleges (and therefore reduce the influence and
prestige of the tutors, who had been the backbone of the Oxbridge
system for so many centuries) had prompted one college warden to
threaten to withdraw his college from the University itself. This
ongoing controversy was to continue until 1926, when the power of
the nonresident M.A.’s* to directly influence the operation of the
University was eliminated.

Tolkien apparently adapted quite well to both Oxford and
academic life; this was in contrast to the bewildering and somewhat
intimidating environment that most of the 850 new students experi-
enced. To many, Oxford was their first taste of independence after

* At Oxford and Cambridge, the bachelors degrees after several years
Master of Arts degree is honorary post-graduate residence. All M.A.s
rather than academic, and is automatically become life-long

automatically granted to those with  senior members of the University.
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being subject before coming up to the strict discipline of the Edwar-
dian family and English public and boarding-schools. Oxbridge func-
tioned on the principle of 7z loco parentis, or, acting in place of the
parents. Theoretically, this meant that the college (and the Univer-
sity outside the college walls) closely monitored each student’s
behavior; indeed, many of the obligatory requirements, such as
chapel attendence, gate hours, and scout-supervised* cold baths had
been established on the basis of 17 Joco parentis. In 1913, for example,
“Junior members of the University are required to abstain from
frequenting hotels or taverns, except for reasons to be approved by
the Vice-Chancellor or Proctors.” Furthermore, no undergraduate
was permitted to play billiards in a public room before 1 pm or after
10 pm, or to attend horse races,2 or keep a dog in college,3 or
frequent a dance during term, or even have an aviator’s license. But
such rules were more honored in the breach than in the observation,
and most students suddenly found they had an inordinate amount of
personal freedom — as well as personal responsibility.

The social life at Oxford during that decade was primarily predi-
cated upon class, temperament, or athletic prowess. The University
officially recognized only exhibitioners, scholars, and commoners,
but almost all students fell into one or the other of three #nofficial
classifications: scholars, commoners, or toshers; fops or swots; heart-
ies or aesthetes. Scholars were those who were studious, commoners
were middle and upper-class students, and toshers was a derogatory
term used for students from working-class backgrounds.* Fops were
silly persons who put on intellectual airs, and swots were students
who had little interest outside their studies. Hearties were those
who were friendly, vigorous, and athletically-minded, and aesthetes
were artistically-minded and slightly effeminate. Tolkien was consi-
dered a scholar, a swot, and a heartie.

At that time, Oxford University was still considered the private
preserve of the rich, the famous, and the well-connected. Steeple-
chasing, fox hunting, motor-racing, and weekend private parties in
Paris were all activities of the select set. It was customary for the sons

* A scout at Oxford is the college which was usually eight in Tolkien’s

servant who administers to the needs
of a set number of college members,

day.

2 Lord Roseberry, a brilliant

student and later a famous politician,
owned a racehorse at Oxford, and was
givenan ultimatium to either leave or

get rid of the horse. To everyone’s
astonishment, he left Oxford, and the
horse made him a small fortune with
its winnings.

3 Onestudent at the beginning of the
18th century was so outraged at not
being able to keep a stable of hunting

dogs that he kept a chained bear in his
rooms, which was not mentioned in
the rules.

4 Although there were relatively few
students from working-class families
who were members of the University
before World War I, the

newly-opened Ruskin College was
predominantly working-class and
socialist. It was not, however, and still
is not, part of the University.
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of the rich and famous* to come up to Oxford for three years to
obtain their degrees at some of the more posh and accomodating
colleges. Practically @nyone who had sufficient money could obtain
an Oxford degree, regardless of intelligence, academic ability, or the
amount of work done. Until the Second World War, an Oxford
student could receive a fourth-class degree,? which is roughly equi-
valent to a D- average at an American college or unversity; oddly
enough, rather than carrying a stigma, it shared the aura of an Oxford
degree of a much higher category, and indeed was something of a
class-conscious badge of not having worked at studies, or having
been a swot. And for those rich students too lazy to even legitimately
earn a fourth class degree, some colleges offered a “Grand Com-
pounder” degree; it was granted upon the payment of a (large) fee,
and did not require that the student actually attend the college, much
less take courses and pass examinations.

Exeter College was not the oldest, the richest, the most prestigi -
ous, or the largest of the Oxford colleges, but it had a reputation for
high scholarship, good companionship, and fine traditions. Exeter
had been old even before Columbus set sail for America. It had been
founded by Walter Stapeldon, the bishop of Exeter, in the year
1314, and had been known as Stapeldon Hall. The name was
changed to Exeter College in the 15th century. Until 1565, when the
college was extended by Sir William Petre, Exeter consisted of no
more than twelve scholars and a rector; this was expanded through
the years, and by Tolkien’s day the number of fellows and junior
members had reached almost sixty. The college building itself is
jammed into the most ancient section of Oxford, and borders on
Balliol, Brasenose, All Souls, Jesus, and Hartford Colleges. Close by
Exeter is Sir Christopher Wren’s Sheldonian Theatre, both the old
and new Bodleian libraries, the beautiful Radcliffe Camera, the
History of Science Museum, and the Indian Institute, as well as
nearly a score of other colleges. Exeter borders on the Turl, Catte
Street, and Broad Street, which places it near the geographical
center of the old town. Part of the original college is still extant, but
the tower, library, and chapel, for example, were added over the
centuries. Both the chapel and the small fellows’ garden between the
college and the Divinity School are especially beautiful.

* In 1924, Prince Chicibu of Japan Chicibu, if you please. It means ‘the
studied at Magdalen College for two  son of God.” ” The Vice-Chancellor

years. When he first arrived at nodded and replied without any
Oxford, he was greeted with great embarrassment “That’s all right.
protocol. At that ceremony, the We've had the sons of many famous
Vice-Chancellor asked the Prince people here.””

what he would like to be called. “Not

2 Today, at Oxbridge, the highest honorable, equivalent to a “B”
degree is a first-class degree, average; the third-class degree is “C”
equivalent to a magna cum laude; a or below.

second-class degree is quite
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Tolkien lived in college* during his four years at Oxford, his
room, board, and tuition having barely been paid for by his modest
exhibition. At that time, some of the college fees at Exeter were:

Admission fee SE
Caution-money (returnable after

leaving the college with no debts) 251
Tuition (per term) 77s
Room rent (per year) 99s

Service charges (coal, letter
delivery, chimney sweep, warm-
ing and lighting of chapel,
choir fund, shoe-cleaning,

etc.) (Per year) 13£.10s
Bedmakers (per term) 1+
Degree fee for B.A. 4E 12/6

(Fees payable three times a year)

These costs may seem low in relation to today’s high cost of educa-
tion, but it must be remembered that they were considerable sums
then — as much as the average laborer earned in a year. As a result,
Tolkien while at college was chronically short of money, a condition
that was to plague him until late in life, when The Lord of the Rings
brought him financial security. Other students at Exeter shared
Tolkien’s genteel poverty; the college traditionally had among its
members a high proportion of exhibitioners. During Tolkien's stu-
dent years, some of his fellow exhibitioners at Exeter included
Michael Windle (the two became close friends), John Cardross,
Orsmond Payne, Arthur Willis, George Elliot, Francis Roberts, and
Louis Thompson.

Although somewhat shy and reserved, Tolkien was popular with
his contemporaries and quickly made a number of friends at Exeter.
He was especially close to a loose coterie of fellow students named
Thomas Brown, Field, Shakespeare, Charles Cartright, Michael
Windle, Norton, Carters, Harold Trimmingham, and a young
American Rhodes scholar named Allen Barnett. Barnett, an
athletically-minded history student from the South, possibly intro-
duced Tolkien to the pleasures of tobacco, for throughout his life
Tolkien maintained a particular fondness for Kentucky-cured to-
bacco. This group of friends had no particular name, but their great
inseparable interests were a zest for life and a love of Oxford.

Tolkien and his friends made the most of their student years by
frequenting pubs like The George and The Swains, eating at the

* Most students at that time lived i college, and must share at that; also,

college rather than in (approved) fellows who are not resident in the
bed-sitters or flats in the town. colleges (having either houses or flats
Today, however, because of the large  outside) must also share rooms for
student population, many students tutorials in many instances.

are only able to live one year in
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Eastgate or the Randolph, taking early-morning coffee at the Buols
or late-night tea at the Old Oaks. They played American baseball on
the Christ Church Meadow, cricket at the Cricket Ground behind
Ruskin College, punted on the Cherwell, cycled to distant churches
and historical sites, and took long weekend walks through the Ox-
fordshire countryside (a tradition Tolkien was to continue into the
1930’s). Together, they watched the “summer eights” races on the
Thames, went to the cinema, attended Gilbert and Sullivan operet-
tas, watched various sporting matches, and tried to seduce girls from
the town or from the women'’s colleges.

Other favorite pasttimes included telling stories and playing prac-
tical jokes on each other. Allen Barnett describe 2 somewhat typical
morning in 1913, when neither had any “swotting up” to do: “Went
back to the jolly inn in the morning with Tolkien and we both got
quite merry and made awful fools of ourselves when we got back to
college. He put white shoe polish in my four-in-nines,* but also
some of his . . . Got off at the river this AM, and visited most of the
day. Went with Field and Windle for a walk and then with Carters for
lunch with Barnes. It was quite a jolly affair and was largely reminis-
cent of our tasteful life.” The double entendre meant by “tasteful”
refers to their predilection for alcohol, especially warm beer and
stingers. Oxford was, and always has been, a drinker’s town, and in
past centuries, the inns and pubs were the only places students could
meet outside the colleges. At one point, there were more than 370
alehouses serving gin and brandy, and drunkenness was endemic
among both Town and Gown. Tolkien also amused himself and his
friends by concocting elaborate jokes and stories. One such example
of his schoolboy wit survives in a typewritten letter that he sent to
Allen Barnett. Tolkien wrote:

A young man wished to purchase a birthday gift for a lady
friend. After much meditation and consideration he decided
upon a pair of gloves as being appropriate. As his sister had some
shopping to do, he accompanied her to a ladies wearing apparel
shop. While he was selecting the gloves, his sister made a pur-
chase of a pair of drawers for herself. In delivering the parcels
that afternoon, by mistake the drawers were left at his
sweetheart’s door with a note as follows: —

Dear Velma: — This little token is to remind you that I haven’t
forgotten your birthday. I didn’t choose it because I thought you
needed them, or because you haven’t been in the habit of wear-
ing them, or because we go out evenings. Had it not been for my
sister I would have gotten long ones but she says they are wear-
ing the short ones — with one button. They are a very delicate
color, I know, but the lady clerk showed me a pair she had worn

* I have been unable to discover golf bag or some other sort of
precisely what a four-in-nine is, but sporting apparel or equipment.
from the context, it appears to be a
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for three weeks, and they were scarcely soiled at all. How I wish I
might put them on you for the first time! No doubt many other
gentlemen’s hands will touch them before I get a chance to see
you again, but I hope you will think of me every time you put
them on. I had the lady clerk try them on and they looked very
neat on her. I did not know the exact size, but I should be capable
of judging nearer than anyone else. When you put them on for
the first time put a little powder in them and they will slip on
easier. When you remove them blow in them before laying them
away, as they will naturally be a little damp from wearing.
Hoping that you will accept them in the same spirit in which
they are given and that you will wear them to the dance Friday
night, I remain,

Lovingly yours: —

John

P.S. Note the number of times I will kiss the back of them in the
coming year!
John

Such merry pranks and misappropriations of time did not seri-
ously affect Tolkien’s prowess as a scholar. He spent many hours by
himself reading, and frequented Blackwell’s and Maxwell’s in search
of book bargains and old lore. But he was still lazy as far as his studies
were concerned. Fortunately, he had several brilliant and influential
tutors who helped to shape his love of scholarship and direct it
towards the serious study of philology.

Tolkien’s first tutor was a young Fellow named Joseph Wrighty,
who had arrived at Oxford in the same year as Tolkien. He im-
mediately discerned Tolkien’s interest in languages, and helped him
develop a firm foundation in the principles of philology. It is proba-
ble that he persuaded Tolkien to show him some of his early experi-
ments in creating language, since Wrighty imparted to his student
the methods by which a language with consistent roots, sound laws,
and inflection could be developed.

It was through Wrighty’s influence and encouragement that Tol-
kien first started creating what eventually became his beloved Elvish
language. But Tolkien’s greatest impetus to transform Elvish from
an experiment to a life-long pursuit probably came from his other
English language tutor, W.A. Craigie. Craigie was a world-famous
philologist who had been appointed in 1910 as one of four joint
editors of the Oxford English Dictionary; this was a great honor and
a heavy responsibility. Besides being a philologist and a linguist,
Craigie was also an authority on mythology, especially Scottish lore.
It was Craigie who introduced Tolkien to the Icelandic and Finnish
languages and mythologies; he also taught him correct pronuncia-
gi)n. The Finnish was, along with Welsh, later incorporated into

vish.

Tolkien had already taken the unusual step of not readirzig
“Greats,” which was the accepted honors course at Oxford, and led,
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after three years, toa B.A. degree in the Classics. Instead, he elected
to read English, which would afford him the opportunity to study
other languages as well. Tolkien’s relatives in Birmingham were
upset at his choice because pursuing English rather than Greats
meant he would have to stay at Oxford an extra year, and his
exhibition was not likely to cover the added expense. But Tolkien
stuck to his decision, so great was his love for language and so great
his confidence in his ability and luck.

Unfortunately, in the year Tolkien came up, and for several more
semesters, there were no tutors to be had in Anglo-Saxon. At
Oxford, the examinations for the B.A. degree are two: either a pass
or honors examination to determine which, if any, of the honors
schools the student may attend, and the final examination that
determines the degree that the college will grant the student (1st
class, 3rd class, etc.). This means that an Oxford student usually
receives two different honors marks (or more, in some cases). Dur-
ing the Easter term, 1913, Tolkien sat his examination in Moderns
(which included Anglo-Saxon, as opposed to Greek and Latin). He
had pursued Anglo-Saxon on his own until E.A. Barber arrived at
Oxford and became his tutor; unfortunately, it was too late for him
to develop proficiency, and he spoiled an otherwise brilliant exami-
nation, receiving second-class honors in Moderns. That it was a
perfectly honorable achievement did not matter, since Tolkien was
very disappointed with his performance. Apparently, he was re-
quired to attend various lectures on the Classics that were boring,
repetitive, or unnecessary, and years later, he complained that “my
love of the Classics took ten years to recover from lectures on Cicero
and Demosthenes.”

Another tutor who greatly influenced Tolkien was a young New
Zealander at Merton College named Kenneth Sisam. Sisam, a junior
fellow who had been a Rhodes scholar, but suffered from ill-health,
was a specialist in 14th century literature. Sisam apparently inspired
in Tolkien an interest in medieval English literature, adding to the
interest that Brewton at King Edward VI School had discovered and
cultivated.

As Tolkien worked on Elvish, he discovered some very important
principles that were later to lead him into writing both The Hobbit
and The Lord of the Rings. As he created his language, he realized that
language presupposed a mythology. In his view, language developed
from a desire to relate experience, and not merely to convey infor-
mation. To tell the pastis history; but toexplain the past, and to make
it meaningful to the present, is mythology. Suddenly, Tolkien
realized that Elvish was useless as a language unless it too had a
mythology, or a meaningful history to explain its origin and justify its
existence. Tolkien has explained his particular process of creating a
mythology to compliment the language; it occurred when he first got
the idea that ultimately led to The Hobbit:

“Iwrote The Hobbit as a relief from examining school certificates,
as it was then called. One of the candidates mercifully left one of his
pages with no writing on it—which is possibly the best thing thatcan
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happen to an examiner — and I wrote on it ‘In a hole in the ground
lived a hobbit.” Names always generate a story in my mind, and
eventually I thought I should find out what hobbits were like. But
that was only the beginning.”

Tolkien’s first efforts to create a mythology to presuppose his
Elvish language were written at Oxford, but never completed. The
story focused on the Atlantean legends, but even that was to be part
of a greater, more complete mythology. “The problem is to get
across a whole mythology which I've invented before you get down
to the stories.” Tolkien chose Atlantis because he had “always been
fascinated by the lost continent.” In his mythology, Atlantis became
transformed into the island continent of Numenor, in the Second
Age of Middle-earth. Like the ring of power in The Lord of the Rings,
the forbidden fruit that ultimately corrupts the Numenorians is their
quest for immortality. (Tolkien once said that he was fascinated by
immortality and longevity.) Tolkien actually began, and worked
extensively on, the book he titled N#menor; when this was finally
abandoned in 1916 after it became “too grim,” he modified the myth
and began writing The Silmarillion, which shifted away from Atlan-
tis. Later, these two early attempts at myth-making were synthesized
into The Hobbit (which originally was a wholly unrelated work; it was
later revised to conform with the Middle-earth myths) in order to
become the basis for The Lord of the Rings.

The year 1914 was fateful for both Tolkien and the world. Early in
the year, when he still could have changed his mind and taken the
examination for Greats that would have given him a degree in the
1914 Sheldonian Theatre graduation ceremonies, Tolkien stuck to
his original intention of spending a fourth year at Oxford. He was 22,
and also wanted to get married to his childhood sweetheart Edith
Mary; but he decided to wait until after receiving his degree. Appar-
ently, her relatives disapproved of young, Catholic, penniless Tol-
kien, and he wished to impress them with something more substan-
tial, such as a fellowship or a teaching post. Tolkien still played
tennis, rugby, and other sports, drank beer with the boys in pubs,
and wandered around the countryside with Allen Barnett, but in-
?easingly, more time was spent on serious pursuits and plans for the
uture.

By August, 1914, the world was going to war. Hundreds, and then
thousands, of young members of the University flocked to the colors
and accepted commissions in the Home Army. But the old Home
Army was all but destroyed at the Marne and Mons, and the new
Home Army became Kitchener’s Army. At Oxford, the mood was
festive and exciting. Almost all Tolkien’s friends and fellow students
left the colleges to enlist, trading their black robes for smart red
uniforms. The old rector of Exeter, Rev. William Jackson, was
replaced by a newer man, Lewis Farnell. The colleges — including
Exeter — were suddenly transformed into parade grounds, and then,
soldiers’ barracks. Companies of newly-uniformed soldiers drilled
on The Parks, charging straw dummies with wooden rifles, then, as
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equipment was issued, with bayonet-tipped Enfields. The cavalry
and infantry charges up Shotover Hill and Wythan Hill delighted the
spectators almost as much as did the marching bands and martial
music of military parades passing down High Street.

As the war mired down in France and Belgium and the casualties
began to mount, the redcoats changed to khaki, the parades turned
to drills, the cavalry charges became practice trench assaults, and the
colleges that had become barracks now became military hospitals.
The pressures on Tolkien to leave Exeter and accept a commission
were great. He was virtually the only undergraduate in the entire
college, and one of the few able-bodied young men at the Univer-
sity. Between 1914 and 1915, the student population dropped from
3,000 to 1,000, and most able-bodied fellows and employees had
left to enlist as well. Tolkien justified his decision to stay at Oxford
by looking ahead to affer the war; he thought he wouldn’t be good
for much of anything if he failed to take a degree, and would
certainly not be an eligible suitor for Edith Mary.

One by one, the membership rolls of the college changed from
“A” (absent, in the army) to “D” (deceased), but still Tolkien re-
mained for his fourth year. In 1915, he sat his final examinations, and
was not very surprised when he received first class honors in English
Language and Literature. The graduation ceremony at the Sheldo-
nian Theatre was small and muted; Tolkien was one of only two
students in the entire University who received a first class degree in
English Language and Literature that year.

In 1915, the Turks began their massacre of the Armenians, the
English were hoplessly bogged down in Gallipoli, the Prussians
broke through on the Russian Front, gas attacks were initiated on the
Western Front, and the Italians were slaughtered by the Austrians.
Finally, young Ronald Tolkien, B.A. Exeter, decided to go to war.
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THE SOLDIER 1915-1919

On July 7, 1915, Tolkien was commissioned a temporary 2nd
lieutenant in the 13th Reserve Battalion of the Lancashire Fusiliers.
Conscription had not yet been introduced in England — the only
major belligerent power still relying on volunteers. Enthusiasm and
recruitments, however, had been waning since the destruction of the
original British Expeditionary Force (BEF) Home Army in 1914,
and the more recent Neuve Chapelle offensive, which produced
such horrendous casualty lists that the government fell to a coalition.
Winston Churchill’s ill-advised invasion of the Dardanelles at Gal-
lipoli had been a disaster, and Germany’s policy of unrestricted
submarine warfare had already begun. Many of Tolkien’s childhood
and college friends were already dead; by the wat’s end, all but two*
were.

Tolkien joined his regiment after a last long holiday in Birming-
ham and began his training almost immediately afterwards. As an
Oxford graduate, he was automatically granted a commission in the
army. The “Kitchener Armies” were formed so quickly that the
traditional ranks and schedules for promotion were all but dis-
carded. He was immediately assigned the rank of temporary 2nd
lieutenant. Also, the traditional British regimental system had begun
to break down as a result of the constant casualties, so hundreds of
thousands of volunteers (and later, conscripts) were assigned to
replacement battalions, which were then attached to under-strength
regiments.

To understand the significance of Tolkien being in the Lancashire
Fusiliers, it is necessary to first understand the traditional British
regimental system. The word “regiment” derives from the Latin
regimentum, or rule, and came to mean a single command or author-
ity exercised over others. Early military regiments were under the
command of a single leader; later, the rank of a regimental comman-
der was traditionally that of colonel. After the Napoleonic Wars, and
prior to World War I, British regiments consisted of two battalions;
one of these was posted abroad, while the other remained in Eng-
land. After a period (usually two years — shorter if there had been
fighting), the battalions were rotated. Each battalion comprised ten
companies (approximately 120 men and five officers each), and the
companies were further divided into three equal-sized platoons.

What was most significant about British regiments, however, was
that many of them were regional: men from Scotland joined a regi-
ment like the Argyll and Southerland, men from Wales joined a
regiment like the Royal Welsh Fusiliers, and men from Ireland
joined a regiment like the Irish Guards. Furthermore, recruitment
for battalions was usually /oca/; often from the same village, town, or
neighborhood. When World War [ began, each neighborhood ral-

* Tolkien frequently told apparently overlooked, or did not
interviewers that all but one of his know, that Harold Trimmingham,
close friends had been killed, the sole ~ who had volunteered in 1914, lived
survivor being Allen Barnett, who on for many years afterward,

had returned to America after taking  eventually moving to Bermuda.
a 3rd at Exeter. But Tolkien
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lied around volunteer battalions, which were likely to be recruited
and led by local retired officers and sergeants who had fought in the
Boer War or the Sudan. This was “Kitchener’s Armies”: groups of
local citizen soldiers — the platoons came from the block, the
company from the neighborhood, the battalion from the town, and
the regiment from the region.

Lord Kitchener did not foresee the tragedy this localization would
produce: with friends and neighbors thrown together into battles
that invariably resulted in vast numbers of casualties, each new
offensive often left entire neighborhoods bereft of sons and hus-
bands. Owen Barfield, a friend of C.S. Lewis and one of the Inklings,
remembers when entire commuanities were in mourning, and every
front door in the neighborhood had a funeral wreath on it. After the
Somme offensive in 1916, when this kind of regional tragedy was at
its worst, the New Armies being conscripted were assigned to
regiments and battalions according to need, and not according to the
town, city, or shire the draftee hailed from. But the policy of re-
placement according to need and not neighborhood had already
been instituted on a limited scale the year before, and this probably
explains why Tolkien did not automatically join a regiment from
either Oxfordshire or Warwickshire, but one from Lancashire.

By 1915, what with the tremendous influx of men, the typical
British regiment had swelled from two battalions to as many as 25.
The regiments in turn belonged to brigades, divisions, army corps,
armies; the armies made up the Allies, who fought from the Western
Front to Micronesia, from the Southern Balkans to South Africa.
Never in recorded history had war been fought on such a scale, or
with such appalling destruction and loss of life. Almost no one
foresaw that the introduction of machineguns and rapid-fire artillery
would make frontal assaults massacres and cavalry charges suicidal,
or that war would be fought in trenches where millions of soldiers
faced each other across a 300-yard no-man’s-land stretching from
the English Channel to the Swiss border. After the German army
failed to reach Paris in autumn, 1914, both the Allies and the Central
Powers dug trenches and settled down to a long siege war. To break
this military stalemate, both high commands developed the strategy
of attrition — wearing down your enemy’s resistence by killing more
of his soldiers than he killed of yours — coupled with tactical
offensives to produce a breakthrough.

The stalemated war of attrition periodically exploded into great
battles of attrition, after which the casualty rolls exceeded the popu-
lations of many small cities, and longer battles produced more
wounded and dead than many small countries’ entire populations.
As men fought and died, more men, and even boys, were con-
scripted, quickly trained, and sent in as replacements. Armies were
counted in the millions, and ultimately, tens of millions. War on this
scale was impossible, unprecedented, unheard of; but it happened,
and the world was never the same as a result.

When Lord Grey said that “The lamps are going out all over
Europe; we shall not see them lit again in our lifetime,” he saw that
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the world would not pe the same after the war, regardless of who
won. Tolkien, too, lamented the passing of the unspoiled English
countryside when he said that “I always knew that it would go, of
course, and it did. Perhaps that is why I loved it all the more.” By the
time Tolkien had finished his training with the 13th Reserve Battal-
ion, England had been put on a total war footing. Food was rationed,
women were working in munitions factories, the cities were blacked
out for fear of naval or zeppelin attacks, a conscription bill was being
talked about for the first time, newspapers were censored, and both
social and economic pressures had all but destroyed the extended
family in England.

Tolkien fully realized that “each man will do his duty,” and took
his responsibilities as an officer seriously. But as far as being de-
ceived by patriotic slogans and noble purposes, Tolkien later said “I
was brought up on ‘the war to end all wars,” which I didn’t believe at
the time, and believe even less now.” He particularly admired the
simple working-class and rustic lads who had volunteered for the
army as soon as war had been declared; they were not brave or
heroic, and did not want to die, but they saw their duty and did it.
“I've always been impressed that we're here, surviving, because of
the indomitable courage against impossible odds,” Tolkien once
said. He also revealed that the single most important passage in The
Lord of the Rings was the one that said that the wheel of the world was
turned by the small hand because the greater was looking elsewhere,
adding that it is turned because it bas to turn regardless, because it is
the daily task. Such men fought under him in his platoon; such men
were models for the small, unimaginative, but brave hobbits who did
their duty against impossible odds.

On January 8, 1916, Lt. Tolkien was transferred from the 13th
Reserve Battalion to the 11th Battalion of the Lancashire Fusiliers.
Part of the regiment had served in the disastrous Gallipoli campaign,
and had returned to England to regroup, rest, and to prepare for
assignment on the Western Front at Flanders. Tolkien took com-
mand of an infantry platoon, and training was intensified because of
imminent departure for the front. At the time, there were rumors
that sometime that year there would be a “final push” toward the
long-awaited breakthrough and indeed, the Allies’ uncompromising
but insane policy of offense! advance! attack! had by that time led
their commanders to plan a coordinated forward attack on all fronts,
simultaneously, sometime in the summer.

The German High Command, however, did not run on the Allies’
timetable, and decided to initiate their strategy of attrition at the
French fortress of Verdun. On February 21, 1916, the Germans
initiated against this relatively small target the heaviest artillery
barrage in history, and followed that with fierce infantry assaults. In
the words of the German High Command, Verdun had become a
“mincing machine” that would “bleed France white.” The French
were hardpressed to replace their losses, and indeed, army mutinies
became a threat (and later a reality) due to the almost suicidal nature
of the battle. As a consequence, the French leaders pressed British
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Field Marshal Haig to accelerate plans for a British counter-
offensive to relieve the pressure on Verdun and to force the Ger-
mans to break off from the battle. Haig reluctantly chose a place for
the offensive, not in Flanders where it would have had a good chance
of sfuclcess, but on the river Somme in France where it was most likely
to fail.

Tolkien’s battalion received word that they would be leaving for
the front at the end of March, 1916. He received one final leave,
which he used to good purpose by marrying his childhood
sweetheart, Edith Mary Bratt, on March 22nd. Her relatives still
disapproved of the match, not so much because Tolkien was a
Catholic, but because he was an infantry army officer about to leave
for the front, and the war so far had produced its greatest number of
casualties among junior officers in the field. But the young couple
decided to proceed immediately rather than wait until after the war.

After an abbreviated honeymoon, Tolkien joined his regiment
and left for France. Shortly after arriving, his battalion was put in the
front line in Flanders, probably near Ypres. Trench warfare in World
War I was a Dantesque nightmare: rotting corpses in no-man’s-land,
intermittent shelling and sniper fire, constant downpours and
flooded trenches, and a sea of mud reeking of death. Nighttime
forays into no man’s land meant daily casualty lists, surprise attacks,
and dead comrades. Sleep was impossible, comfort all but forgotten;
soldiers suffered from body lice, from drenched and rotted clothing,
from swollen feet, from never-ending colds, and from faulty equip-
ment. The field was alternatively quiet and cacophonous; hot meals
were virtually unknown, and men went weeks without even wash-
ing. Forced marches at night from one position to another were
common, as were deadly surprise attacks of gas. The full horror of
the trenches was captured most vividly by Wilfred Owen, a Midlands
poet killed only a week before the Armistice, in his poem, Dxlce et
Decorum Est:*

Bent double, like old beggars under sacks,
Knock-kneed, coughing like hags, we cursed the sludge,
Till on the haunting flares we turned our backs

And towards our distant rest began to trudge.

Men marched asleep. Many had lost their boots

But limped on, blood-shod. All went lame; all blind;
Drunk with fatigue; deaf even to the hoots

Of tired, outstripped Five-Nines that dropped behind.

* Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori been paraphrasing The l/iad of
translates from the Latin “How sweet ~ Homer, in which one passage

and honorable it is to die for one’s translates “It is not unseemly for a
country.” The Latin phrase was man to die fighting in defense of his
written by Horace, who may have country.”
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Gas! Gas! Quick, boys! — An ecstasy of fumbling,
Fitting the clumsy helmets just in time;

But someone still was yelling out and stumbling,
And flound’ring like a man in fire or lime . ..

Dim, through the misty panes and thick green light,
As under a green sea, I saw him drowning.

In all my dreams, before my helpless sight,
He plunges at me, guttering, choking, drowning.

If in some smothering dreams you too could pace
Behind the wagon that we flung him in,

And watch the white eyes writhing in his face,
His hanging face, like a devil’s sick of sin;

If you could hear, at every jolt, the blood

Come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs,
Obscene as cancer, bitter as the cud

Of vile, incurable sores on innocent tongues, —
My friend, you would not tell with such high zest
To children ardent for some desperate glory,
The old lie: Dulce et decorum est

Pro patria mori.

[Material deleted for legal considerations.]

Itis difficult to accept Tolkien’s assertion that none of his war
experiences directly inspired some of the darker passages in The
Lord of the Rings; perhaps the key to resolving this apparent con-
tradiction is that Tolkien did not 7n#tentionally translate his own war
experiences into the book; nonetheless, they are there. For example,
Frodo’s journey through Moria could have E»een directly lifted from
a 1916 newspaper account of what the Western Front was like:

Dreadful as the Dead Marshes had been, and the arid moors of
the Nomen'’s -land, more loathsome far was the country that the
crawling day now slowly unveiled to his shrinking eyes. Even to
the Mere of Dead Faces some haggard phantom of green spring
would come; but here neither spring nor summer would ever
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come again. Here nothing lived, not even the leprous growths
that feed on rottenness. The gasping pools were choked with ash
and crawling muds, sickly white and grey, as if the mountains
had vomited the filth of their entrails upon the lands about.
High mounds of crushed and powdered rock, great cones of
earth fire-blasted and poison-stained, stood like an obscene
graveyard in endless rows, slowly revealed in the reluctant light.

As April passed into May, Tolkien’s battalion was shifted to the
Somme in preparation for the “big push” that was expected within
several months. Already, great preparations were being made for the
offensive, all at night in order to escape the marauding eye of the
German observation planes. Artillery of every description was
transported to the Somme by horse-drawn gun carriages, stripped
from other divisions along the entire length of the Western Front;
several thousand were lined up into place, almost wheel to wheel, in
the greatest concentration of artillery that the world had ever
known. Hundreds of thousands of soldiers were quick-marched to
the sector at night, and placed under cover by day. Nearby civilians
were secretly evacuated to the rear, and their houses and farms used
for billets. Countless supplies transported by horse and motor-car
were stockpiled under camouflage netting, and great pits were dug
to accomodate the expected flood of corpses. Field hospitals were
secretly set up, and wood-staked cages were prepared for the ex-
pected large number of prisoners. Further back, cavalry divisions hid
their horses in forest and woods, waiting for the infantry to pierce
the lines, and for the artillery to destroy the German fortifications.
Nightly raids into no man’s land in search of German prisoners were
intensified and guide tapes that were to lead the soldiers to their
assigned targets were unwound, while new rail lines were laid for
bringing up the heavy siege guns and mortars.

By accident or design, Tolkien captures this vast preparation for
battle in The Lord of the Rings:

But everywhere he looked he saw the signs of war. The Misty
Mountains were crawling like anthills: orcs were issuing out of a
thousand holes. Under the boughs of Mirkwood there was
deadly strife of Elves and Men and fell beasts. The land of the
Beornings was aflame; a cloud was over Moria; smoke rose on the
borders of Lorien.

Horsemen were galloping on the grass of Rohan; wolves poured
from Isengard. From the havens of Harad ships of war put out to
sea; and out of the East Men were moving endlessly: swordsmen,
spearmen, bowmen upon horses, chariots of chieftains and laden .
wains. All the power of the Dark Lord was in motion.

C.S. Lewis noted the astonishing similarity of that, as well as other

passages from The Lord of the Rings, to his experiences in the
trenches: “This war had the very quality of the war my generation
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knew. It is all here: the endless, unintelligible movement, the sinis-
ter quiet of the front when ‘everything is now ready,” the flying
civilians, the lively, vivid friendships, the background of something
like dispair and the merry foreground, and such heavensent wind-
falls as a cache of choice tobacco ‘salvaged’ from a ruin.”

It is also difficult to dismiss the marked similarity between the orcs
and the German soldiers, especially the SS elite in World War II.
Even the word “orc”* denotes hell or death, and the SS emblem was
a silver death’s head. Tolkien denied that the Germans became the
orcs, stating that there were absolutely no parallels between on the
one hand the orcs’ beaked helmets and their murderous, treacherous
ways, and the Germans’ spiked helmets and reputation for ruthless-
ness on the other; nevertheless, he once conceded that one might
easily infer from reading their description in The Lord of the Rings
that the orcs were really Germans. “But as I would say somewhere,
even the goblins weren’t evil to begin with. They were corrupted.
I've never had these sort of feelings about the Germans. I'm very
anti- that kind of thing.”

Just before the British army bégan its artillery barrage on July 1,
1916, the high command went to great lengths to convince every
man at the front that the offense would really be a “cakewalk,” since
they confidently expected that the intensive, sustained barrage of
artillery would destroy the German trenches, kill the enemy troops,
cut the barbed wire in no man’s land, and prevent the German High
Command from rushing in reinforcements in time. There would be
no shortage of artillery shells, as there had been the year before, and
the offensive would be greatly aided by the introduction of a new
secret weapon: the tank. The enemy’s planes would be driven from
the skies by a superior air force, each company would have one or
more of the new, portable Lewis machineguns, and every soldier
who went “over the top” would carry at least 50 pounds of ammuni-
tion, supplies, rations, trench digging equipment, and other materi-
als that would eliminate the necessity for immediately establishing
time-consuming supply lines. Once the enemy lines were breeched
and wooden spans were constructed over the trenches, the waiting
cavalry divisions would cross over and capture the German Crown
Prince’s headquarters at Baupaume, twenty miles north of the front.
From that point onward, no one in the Allied High Command really
had any clear-cut plans on how or where to proceed, but apparently
they dismissed their lack of planning by believing that the break-
through itself would force the Kaiser to sue for peace.

* Orc is originally from the Latin
orcus, or hell; it became orcreas in
Anglo-Saxon, and appears in Beowulf.
The 17th century English poet John
Milton used the word orc in Paradise
Lost, but that particular word was
from the Greek oryga and the Middle
French orque, meaning whale, and
later, any monster, giant, or ogre.

Tolkien adapted many obsolete,
archaic, and foreign language words
for his names in The Lord of the Rings.
Another example is the word Mordor,
which comes from the Anglo-Saxon
word morthor, or murder; the wargs
that Bilbo fought in The Hobbit also
come from the Anglo-Saxon, the
word wearg, which means wolf.
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Tolkien’s platoon was only one of thousands of British platoons
crouching in their trenches on the evening of June 23rd when the
barrage began. During the next seven days, hundreds of thousands
of shells rained continuously on German positions along the 20-mile
Somme front; though the attack had not been entirely unexpected
by the enemy, the severity of the artillery barrage forced the Ger-
mans to begin withdrawing troops from Verdun and to shift them to
the Somme.

That was the only objective that was reached in the entire Battle of
the Somme.

All the ministers, field marshals, and generals had been dead
wrong. For one thing, the wrong kind of artillery shells were gener-
ally used (shrapnel rather than high explosive), and so failed to
destroy the German bunkers or cut the barbed wire. The sustained
barrage on no man’s land was f00 intense, and only served to create
more mud, which rendered the tanks completely useless. The Ger-
man gun emplacements behind the line were virtually untouched,
and reserves and reinforcements could be rapidly transported by rail
to the sector. But the worst miscalculation was in loading down each
soldier with too much equipment.

Seconds after the final barrage was lifted, hundreds of thousands
of tommies stormed over the top and began the life-and-death foot
race across no man’s land to the first line of the enemy. As they tried
to traverse the impossibly mired field between the two trenches, the
German soldiers who had survived the bombardment desperately
scrambled out of the deep concrete bunkers to set up their Maxim
machineguns. The race lasted less than 120 seconds, but at most
sectors along the 20-mile front, the British lost, and lost terribly.

Because of the mud, the mangled or missing leader tapes, the
heavy backpacks, and the uncut wire, the Germans got into position
first and raked the front lines with deadly, methodical machinegun
fire. Thousands became “hung up on the wire” because the Germans
had laid it in such a way that it forced the British to be “herded” into
deadly enfilade fire. In minutes, entire battalions were wiped out;
the total number of British casualties that day was over 50,000 —
more than any other single day of warfare before or since. Such
slaughter was almost incomprehensible, and when the first casualty
figures came into headquarters, they were not believed.

Lt. Tolkien and his platoon were among the few who managed to
win that deadly race. Years later, he looked at the experience with
levity, when he was extolling the virtues of thatched cottages: “Peo-
ple still love thatched houses; they pretend it’s because they’re cool
in summer and warm in winter, and they’ll even pay a bit of extra
insurance. We found German trenches which were often very habit-
able indeed except that, when we reached them, they faced the
wrong way about.” On the first evening following the July attack,
those few companies that had secured their immediate objectives by
capturing the first line of German trenches were too tired to press
their advantage. Communications were virtually non-existent, and
none of the generals had any idea which sectors had been captured,
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and therefore could not supply or reinforce the successful troops.
Elsewhere, the slaughter continued, despite the impassioned pleas
from the field commanders to break off the battle. Almost no
prisoners were captured, and wounded survivors straggled back
over a period of days. Each hour gave the Germans more strength,
and made the British occupation of captured enemy trenches in-
creasingly untenable; the British eventually abandoned the captured
trenches and the battalions retreated to their own lines under the
cover of darkness. Every British tank that had been thrown into the
battle was either destroyed or had to be abandoned to the mud.

As each day passed, and the battle continued, thousands were
killed or wounded. Still, the generals would not break off, so utterly
deceived were they about their “success;” they still didn’t believe the
casualty figures. Both armies attacked and counter-attacked
throughout the summer and autumn; France had been mauled so
badly at Verdun that she could not assist the British in any way.
Finally, on November 19th, 1916, the British broke off the battle
and the Somme once again fell quiet. The politicians hailed the
Somme as a great victory, since it convinced them that Germany was
beaten and would shortly sue for peace. To the soldiers who fought
in the Somme, it was a defeat beyond belief. The British suffered
more than 600,000 casualties, and the Germans approximately the
same. But during that battle, “Britain’s finest flower of young man-
hood” had been slaughtered; an entire generation of the best and the
brightest was shattered for a few yards of mud. England was not to
launch another major offensive during the war; indeed, Field
Marshal Montgomery’s ultra-cautious military strategy during
World War II is directly attributable to the great losses during the
Somme.

Although hundreds of thousands of Tolkien’s countrymen had
been killed or wounded on the Somme, Tolkien was spared even
injury. He won no medals, commendations, dispatch mentions, or
promotions, but he had done his duty to the best of his ability. As
summer turned to autumn, the weather turned cold — colder than
any year in memory. Many froze to death in October and November
with the unexpected onslaught of a premature winter; many others,
weakened by the cold, the damp, and fatigue, succumbed to serious
illnesses. The two most debilitating diseases were influenza and
trench fever; in late October, Lt. Tolkien contracted a serious case of
trench fever while serving in the front line near Baupaume.

Trench fever is a form of rickettsiae, a term used to describe a
group of bacteria that cause serious disease in both humans and
other mammals; the bacteria are carried by fleas, ticks, mites, and
body lice. The most common form of rickettsiae are Rocky Moun-
tain spotted fever, typhus fever, Q fever, and trench fever. Trench
fever was virtually unknown before the First World War, but soon
manifested itself on a large scale among the lice-ridden, water-
soaked soldiers at the front. No one — not even the generals — was
immune to body lice, and every soldier who was rotated out of the
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front line for rest was first fumigated and de-loused. Some body lice
carried the rickettsiae bacteria, which infected thousands of soldiers
on both sides.

The symptoms of trench fever closely resemble those of flu and
typhus: high fever, body rash, mental disorientation, headache,
small ulcers around the louse bites, and prostration. It is rarely fatal,
but its victims become extremely ill, and convalescence takes
months in bed, followed by extended periods of weakness; the
organism itself may remain in the body for many years afterward,
and cause periodic flare-ups.

Tolkien was evacuated from Baupaume in November, and then
transported to a hospital ship* for the trip back to England; on
November 9, 1916, he arrived back in Birmingham, at the 1st
Southern General Hospital, which had been converted for the milit-
ary sick and wounded. Tolkien’s case had been particularly grave,
and he had to spend many months in the hospital; even after being
discharged, he was never again assigned to a combat battalion.

But Tolkien used that time to good purpose by writing a long,
complex story that would provide the mythology for his Elvish
language. Contrary to one popular belief, Tolkien did not write The
Lord of the Rings in the trenches; indeed, he wrote virtually nothing
in the trenches. About his supposed writing at that time, Tolkien
replied “That’s all spoof. You might scribble something on the back
of an envelope and shove it in your pocket, but that’s all. You
couldn’t write . . . . You'd be crouching down among the flies and
filth.” The story that Tolkien began writing in hospital at the end of
1916 was about three mystic gems of power called the silmarilli that
were wrested from the Iron Crown of Morgoth in the First Age of
Middle-earth. It was either a continuation or a revision of the earlier
uncompleted book N#menor, since the events take place on the
star-shaped island of Numenor. The S¢lmarillion, as Tolkien called it,
became the “prequel” to The Lord of the Rings — a sort of “Paradise
Lost,” or the end of the age of innocence. Tolkien spent much time
in 1916-1917 writing The Silmarillion, apparently finishing a first
draft some time in 1918 (it was reportedly much shorter than The
Lord of the Rings, as well as being without an appendix). By the time
Tolkien had completed the story, it also spanned the Second Age as
well, and the rise of Sauron. Many years later, when Tolkien started
revising The Stlmarillion, he ha! to modify the story in order to
conform with The Lord of the Rings, i.e., the introduction of the rings
of power; but The Silmarillion had been written almost 20 years

* In the spring of 1975, Tolkien’s Tolkien, however, appears to have
daughter Priscilla told members of confused the Lusitania with another
the British Tolkien Society that her  ship, since the liner had been sunk off
father had been evacuated from the Irish coast nearly a

France on the Lusitania, which had year-and-a-half earlier, and in any

been converted into a hospital ship,  event, had never been pressed into
and that the ship had been torpedoed  service as a hospital ship.
oa its very next journey. Miss
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before Tolkien’s most famous work was begun. Also, while recover-
ing, Tolkien decided to devote his life to the study of languages, and
to return to academic life once the war was over.

Tolkien was promoted to temporary 1st lieutenant in January,
1917, while in hospital. Some months later, he was released and
attached to the 3rd Reserve Battalion of the Lancashire Fusiliers; he
did not return to active service in France. In 1917, he also became a
father for the first time when his wife Edith had a baby boy. They
named the infant John Francis Reuel Tolkien, Francis being in honor
of Father Francis Xavier Morgan, of course, and Reuel a continua-
tion of the family tradition.

In October, 1918, Tolkien was released from active service, and
the following month, he was employed by the Appointments De-
partment of the Ministry of Labor, which handled all civilian em-
ployment in the United Kingdom. The war officially ended about
two weeks after he started his new position, but it would be several
years before England returned to a pre-war footing. Prime Minister
David Lloyd-George immediately called for a national election (later
called the khaki election, because so many of the voters were still in
uniform) in order to ride on the crest of popularity; Spanish in-
fluenza began to sweep the world, and within two years, more than
20 million victims would die from the pestilence; the Irish question,
which had broken out in the abortive Easter Uprising in 1916, was
again threatening to erupt in national violence; and the Allies pres-
sed their victory home by issuing the strong anti-German Versailles
Treaty, which helped create post-war problems in Germany that
ultimately assisted in Hitler’s rise to power. Millions of ex-
servicemen returned home, war-weary, idealistic but cynical, vic-
torious and yet vanquished, since the world they had known before
going off to the front had passed away, a victim of the times.
Tolkien’s beloved Sarehole had been absorbed into the city of
Birmingham, and William Morris’s small motor-works at Cowley
outside Oxford, which in 1912 had begun manufacturing the famous
Bull-nosed Morris motor-car (the English equivalent of the Model T
Ford), had become a large war factory, and was beginning to gear up
for large-scale post-war automobile manufacturing. New voices in
poetry and literature, like Eliot, Pound, and Joyce were being heard,
and audiences were no longer scandalized by the new music of Satie,
Berg, Stravinsky, and Schoenberg, or the art of Dali, Klee, or
Picasso. Short skirts and wild parties, trades unions and the Labor
Party, Irish revolutionaries and women’s suffrage were all part of
post-war Britain. So too were increased industrialization, the build-
ing of motor-roads, the end of the great medieval forests, ever-
g;(l)wing towns and cities, and a rapidly changing system of social
values.

Tolkien worked for the Ministry of Labor until the summer of
1919, anxious all the while to get away from both government and
mllltary service. He apparently took no joy in his war service, and
did not claim the service medals and battle ribbons that were his by
virtue of having served on the Western Front during the Somme
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Offensive; nor did he ever apply for a disability award in later years,
although his trench fever qualified him for one. Apparently he had
“done his duty,” wished nothing in return, and did not want to be
reminded of the ho ors of trench warfare or of losing almost all his
close friends during the four long years of war. When his time was
up, Tolkien applied for a discharge, and was finally released from
military service onJuly 16, 1919. But the final formality didn’t occur
until November 3rd, 1920, when he officially relinquished his
commission, retaining the permanent rank of 1st lieutenant.

The First World War was probably the single most important
experience in Tolkien’s entire life. It certainly fired his imagination
to a degree not previously achieved, and provided valuable experi-
ence and insights that were later incorporated into his mature works.
In his famous 1938 Andrew Lang Lecture, “On Fairy-Stories,” Tol-
kien himself appreciated that “a real taste for fairy stories was
wakened by philology on the threshold of manhood, and quickened
to full life by war.” The war became a frequent point of reference in
his lectures and conversations with students right up into the 50’s,
when the more recent horrors of the Second World War eclipsed it
in interest.

Apparently, the war left invisible scars on Tolkien, scars that did
not manifest themselves in the sort of despair, melancholy, or cyni-
cal hedonism that marked many others of his generation, but caused
him to withdraw from the outside world. He returned to a cloistered
academic life, and did not easily enter into close, personal friend-
ships with his neighbors and colleagues. Nor did he seek fame or
recognition outside his small circle of professional philologists, or
academic advancement to the degree of which he was capable, or
quick and frequent publication of his stories, translations, and schol-
arly papers.

According to the critic Professor Roger Sale, Tolkien “seems to
have withdrawn from the wounds and terrors of the war and all we
think of modern life.” Sale also perceived that he had been “ravaged
by the war, but in his case there was no immediate or direct response
.. .. Tolkien has always spoken . . . as though only madmen or fools
would contemplate the twentieth century without horror. Yet dur-
ing the long years of his withdrawal, his imagination was coming to
terms with the inescapable fact that he is a modern man and not an elf
or an ent.”

Professor Sale, in his book Modern Heroism, attempts to demon-
strate how writers like Tolkien overcame the horrors of the twen-
tieth century by turning to myths and heroic acts of the past. Accord-
ing to Sale, if “despair is created by the sense that History has
overwhelmed the world, then heroism will be created in defiance of
that same history.” Tolkien was one who managed eventually to
overcome his war experiences and the grim realities of the post-war
world through will power, imagination, and writing.
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THE SCHOLAR 1919-1925

Ex-Lieutenant Ronald Tolkien returned with his small family to
Oxford in 1919 to resume his interrupted academic career. Like
other brilliant scholars who had been undergraduates at the Oxford
colleges before the war, Tolkien had hoped to obtain one of the
coveted fellowships in either Anglo-Saxon or English Literature
open at some of the colleges; competition was unusually stiff, how-
ever, and Tolkien elected instead to accept occasional work as a
teacher and tutor for the English School.

The University had suffered greatly during the war, and of the
3,000 members in 1914, 2,700 had been killed.* In 1917, the-
University had dropped to a mere 350, an all-time low, lower even
than when the Black Plague had decimated Oxford at the end of the
Middle Ages. By war’s end, the academic body of the University
consisted entirely of the elderly, unfit, and infirm, and the tiny
student population at the colleges were either invalided veterans,
neutral foreigners, or those too handicapped even to serve in civilian
positions. 2

The Tolkiens lived in an upstairs flat at 1 Alfred Street, over a
shop facing Christ Church College; ironically, the site was near to
where William Morris once had a bicycle shop. While he worked for
the English School, many of his future friends and associates who
had also served in the army returned to Oxford as “mature students™
they included C.S. Lewis at University College, Owen Barfield at
Waldham College, Hugo Dyson at Exeter College, Gervase Mathew
at Balliol College, and Nevill Coghill at Exeter College. Tolkien first
met Coghill at the English School building near Merton College
when the latter approached him to ask if he would consent to read a
paper to an essay club to which Coghill then belonged. According to
Coghill, “He was senior to me, having taken his degree already, and I
was only a demobilized 2nd lieutenant, and I think he was a de-
mobilized captain® — I'm not sure about his rank. I was the secretary
of the college essay club, and I was deputed to invite him to read us a
paper, because we knew that he was very distinguished as a
philologist, and asked him to deliver a paper for us.

“So I went up to him one morning, not having been introduced to
him before, and I said ‘Oh Captain Tolkien, would you be so kind as
to read a paper for us to the essay club?” And he said to me in his
abrupt, quick-spoken manner, ‘Yes, certainly.’ It was extraordinarily

* This is not to say that all but 300
University members had been killed,
since many students came up and left

after 1914. The figure of 2,700 also
includes dons.

2 When C.S. Lewis came up to
University College for one term in
1916 (in order to insure an army
commission), he noted that “Hall is in
the possession of the blue-coated
wounded.” At that time, the college

had only 12 members, only five of
whom were undergraduates; most
colleges also experienced such
depletions of both junior and senior
members.

3 Actually, temporary 1st lieutenant
at that time, and technically still

attached to the service.
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difficult to hear what he said sometimes because he spoke so rapidly
and without biting off words at the end. So I said ‘Well, what will be
the title of your essay,’ and he said hastily, ‘The Foragonglin.” And I
said ‘I beg your pardon,” and he said, ‘The Foragonglin.” So I said
‘The Follogonglin,” and he said ‘“Yes, that’s right,” so I wrote it down,
never having heard of the Gondolin* you see, and I spent a week
trying to swot up and find out what Gondolin was, but there was no
mention of it anywhere.”

It was somewhat typical of Tolkien to neglect to tell Coghill that it
was a made-up word; in later years, both as an active professor and a
retired celebrity, he often automatically assumed that his audience
knew everything about the subject on which he was talking. For
example, he once told William Cater of the Sunday Times in an
offhanded way that “of course the Elvish language is deliberately
made to follow to some extent the same type of changes that turned
primitive Celtic into Welsh.” The journalist’s reply — in print, and
not to Tolkien’s face — was, “Of course!”

Some time after leaving the army, Tolkien completed the first
draft of The Stlmarillion, and was urged to submit it to a publisher.
Reluctantly, he agreed, and the manuscript was duly sent to a pub-
lishing house in London. It was rejected on grounds it was too dark
and grim, but possibly because it was badly written, somewhat
jumbled, and largely incomprehensible to the average reader. 2 In
later years, Tolkien was vague about the initial effort to have The
Sizlmarillion published, but in the 1965 Ballantine introduction to
The Lord of the Rings, he hinted that it may have been submitted to
more than one publishing house for consideration. In that introduc-
tion, he said that before writing The Lord of the Rings, he “wished first
to complete and set in order the mythology and legends of the Elder
Days, which had then been taking shape for some years. I desired to
do this for my own satisfaction, and I had little hope that other
people would be interested in this work, especially since it was
primarily linguistic in inspiration and was begun in order to provide
the necessary background of ‘history’ for Elvish tongues.

“When those whose advice and opinion I sought[other publishing

houses?] corrected /ittle hope to no hope, I went back to the sequel.

In any event, the original first draft of The Silmarillion was with-
drawn from consideration by Tolkien, who was especially sensitive
to official rejection, and placed in a drawer for many years. It was not
until the unexpected success of The Lord of the Rings that he was
finally persuaded to have another go at putting the manuscript into
publishable form, and to revise it in order to conform with The Lord
of the Rings.

Tolkien was well-remembered by one of his old tutors at Oxford,
W.A. Craigie. Craigie had been elected to the chair of Bosworth and

* The name of the elves’ hidden city in The Silmarillion.

2 Atleast, thisis how Tolkien himself = mid-1960’s when he began to revise
assessed T'he Silmarillion in the and rewrite his first rejected draft.
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Rawlinson Professor of Anglo-Saxon in 1916, and was one of four
co-editors of the Oxford English Dictionary. Craigie offered Tolkien
a position as a junior editor on the project, the purpose of which was
to issue a twentieth century edition of the most extensive and
definitive dictionary of the English language. Tolkien accepted, and
assisted with the additions, revisions, refinements, and selections of
upwards of two million excerpts from almost five million submis-
sions. It was a massive work that had been going on for more than a
decade, and required the maximum skills of philologists and other
scholars. Also, to be appointed to such a responsible position —
especially for one as young as Tolkien, who was still in his twenties
— was a singular honor, and attested to the high reputation he had
obtained as an undergraduate.

Apparently Tolkien greatly enjoyed contributing to the Oxford
English Dictionary; he was probably responsible for checking many
of the entries that had their origins in Anglo-Saxon. As a philologist,
he had to carefully construct the definitions and doublecheck that
the etymologies were, as far as could be discerned, correct. Some-
times this scholarly exercise became an elated guessing game, and in
many instances, scholarship had to give way to speculation. Many
years later, Tolkien wrote a delightful tale called Farmer Giles of
Ham, that poked gentle fun at philologists in general, and all those
(including himself) who worked on the dictionary in particular. For
example, while Farmer Giles of Ham is set in a time and place not
unlike pre-Arthurian England, Tolkien uses a 17th century blunder-
buss (an obvious anachronism), and then refers those readers who
might inquire what a blunderbuss is to the “Four Wise Clerks of
Oxenford,” a reference, of course, to Craigie, Murray, Bradley, and
Onions. The definition that the “Four Wise Clerks” give is, inciden-
tally, a word-for-word quotation for the Oxford English Dictionary; it
may well be some inside joke among Tolkien and his friends, or just
as likely, this could have been one of the many definitions that
Tolkien himself wrote.

Another example of Tolkien'’s satirizing those who worked on the
dictionary, as well as some of the more speculative scholars who are
wont to stretch a point to justify their theories, is in the forward to
Farmer Giles of Ham, in which he promises to illuminate “the origin
of some difficult place-names” in the text. One such name was the
river Thames. Tolkien explained that one of Farmer Giles's titles was
“Dominus de Domite Serpente, which is the vulgar Lord of the Tame
Worm, or shortly of Tame.” Giles was also known as the Lord of
Ham. Therefore, the “natural confusion” between Ham and Tame
gave rise to Thame, “for Thame with an / is a folly without warrant.”
As author, Tolkien disclaims responsibility in the matter, saying that
he received the etymology of such words from those “learned in
such matters.”™

In 1919, Tolkien was automatically elected an M. A. of the Uni-

* For a more detailed analysis of this see Paul Kocher's Master of Middle
sort of tongue-in-cheek scholarship,  Earth.
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versity. Unlike the master of arts or master of science degrees at
American colleges and universities, the Oxbridge M.A. degree is
honorary, and is usually bestowed upon graduates of the colleges
who remain in residence for a total of five years. It is also awarded —
again, on an honorary basis — to faithful employees of the Univer-
sity, as well as to professors and fellows resident at Oxford who have
taken their degrees at other universities. The Oxbridge M. A. usually
signifies that the person to whom the degree is granted has been
elevated from a junior to a senior member of the University. Prior to
1926, M.A.’s had considerable voting power, and therefore author-
ity over the policies of the University, but the only real authority
vested in Oxford M.A.'s today has to do with the nomination and
election of a candidate to the poetry chair.

At the time, Tolkien was not attached to any college, so he was
granted the M. A. degree by the University of Oxford (known in that
context as Oxon). The M.A. Oxon added a certain legitimacy to the
work he had been doing as a mere junior member of the University;
such responsibilities were usually only granted to those with M.A.’s
or above., Incidentally, Tolkien never applied for acceptance to a
Ph.D. program, possibly because he realized that with a wife and
baby he could never meet his family responsibilities on the modest
grant he would have received. Therefore he never received a Ph.D.,
and for many years could not be properly addressed as Dr. Tolkien;
it wasn’t until after his first honorary doctorate in 1954 that he could
have used the title (although he never did; he preferred being called
Professor Tolkien instead).

Tolkien continued to work with Craigie on the dictionary project
for many months; he seems to have abandoned writing at the time,
but he pursued his own studies on Midlands literature, especially
Beowulf, which is generally acknowledged as the oldest existing
non-ecclesiastical work in English. By that time, he could read,
write, or speak most of the Romance languages, Anglo-Saxon,
Welsh, Finnish, Icelandic, German, Old German, Gothic, and sev-
eral other obsolete tongues, and had begun to build a reputation as a
linguist as well as a philologist.

In 1920, the Tolkiens' second son was born. They named him
Michael Hilary Reuel Tolkien, the middle name being in honor of
Tolkien’s younger brother Hilary, who had become an apple farmer
in the Midlands shortly after the war. By 1921, with work on the
dictionary almost completed, Tolkien began to inquire about vacant
fellowships and other academic posts. Around that time, a tragic
summer accident in the industrial city of Leeds was to have a pro-
found effect n Tolkien’s future. F.W. Moorman, the popular Profes-
sor of English Language at the University of Leeds, accidentally
drowned while on holiday. This left a gap in the English Language
department of the University, one that could only be filled by a
philologist who was also a scholar of Anglo-Saxon literature. In
1921, Tolkien was offered a post as Reader of the English Language
at the University of Leeds (the professorship remained vacant until
1924), which he accepted.
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Leeds, along with Sheffield, Birmingham, Nottingham, and Man-
chester, came to prominence during the Industrial Revolution, and
mushroomed to international importance during the 19th century.
Leeds became known primarily for its textile manufacturing —
indeed, it was the first city in England to install the new spinning
jennies in the early 19th century — but it was also noted for iron,
coal, metal foundries, tool manufacturing, and steam engines. The
city is located in Yorkshire, on the edge of the moorlands, about 185
miles north of London; like Birmingham, it is landlocked, and almost
equidistant between the Atlantic Ocean and the English Channel.
Tolkien, his wife, and two small sons took a small Victorian terrace
house in a cul-de-sac at 11 St. Mark’s Terrace near the University,
from which he was able to walk to his classes.

The University was relatively new, one of the “redbrick” univer-
sities established during the 19th and 20th centuries throughout
England. It had grown out of the old Yorkshire College, which had
been founded in 1875 in order to provide instruction for arts and
sciences that were applicable to manufacturing, engineering, and
mining. In 1887, Yorkshire College became one of the constituent
colleges of the new Victoria University in Manchester; it had large
endowments from the factories and industries in Leeds and sur-
rounding towns, since the students that the institution trained would
benefit them the most. In 1904, the University of Leeds was incor-
porated, absorbing Yorkshire College and creating non-technical
departments for the humanities and the classics.

When Tolkien joined the faculty as Reader of the English Lan-
guage inautumn, 1921, the English department was heavily oriented
towards literature rather than language. Tolkien set out to correct
this imbalance; during his four years at the University of Leeds, he
was responsible for establishing an interest in philology and lan-
guages within the English department, and a dialogue of cooperation
with other departments teaching foreign languages and literature.
He was an innovator rather than an administrator, but his ideas that
were put into practice set the tenor of how English language and
literature was to be taught at the university for the next few decades.

During Tolkien’s tenure, the Ph.D. program was established for
the first time at the university. As reader, and later professor, he was
responsible for planning the advanced degree program; this was, of
course, ironic, since he did not have a doctor of philosophy degree
himself. In addition, he was one of the youngest readers — and later,
the youngest professor* — in the entire university. In the early
1920’s, the English department at Leeds was small and close-knit.
The Tolkiens were on social terms with most members of the
departments, and a few became life-long friends. There were two
professors: Tolkien and G.S. Gordon. Gordon was the professor of
English literature (Tolkien was the professor of English language),
but he later accepted a chair at Oxford, and ultimately was elected

* At English universities, there is chair; there are no assistant or
only one professor for each subjector  associate professors.
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Vice-Chancellor of the University of Oxford. Another fellow reader
was Bruce Dickins, who became the professor of English language
after the tragic death of Tolkien’s successor, E.V. Gordon; ulti-
mately, he was elected to a chair at the University of Cambridge. A
close friend in the department was Lascelles Abercrombie, with
whom Tolkien collaborated until Abercrombie’s death in 1938.
Others with whom Tolkien was friendly at the University included
F.P. Wilson and W.R. Childe of the English department, Dr. Gun-
nell and Professor Paul Barbier of the French department, and the
Vice-Chancellor, J.B. Baillie.

Tolkien’s tenure at Leeds was remarkable in many respects, but
especially for the quality of his pupils. Quite a number of his honors
students were invited to join the Leeds faculty after graduation or
completion of their Ph.D.’s, and most later went on to become
professors or tutors at Leeds and other universities throughout the
world. Some of those students and later colleagues were T.V. Benn,
J.ILM. Stewart,* Ida Pickles, Geoffrey Woledge, Brian Woledge,
Albery Hugh Smith, and his star pupil, protégé, and later col-
laborator, E.V. Gordon. Gordon, a brilliant research student 2who,
received his Ph.D. while Tolkien was still a reader, was also a
philologist and a scholar of medieval texts. Even as a student he was
an acknowledged authority on medieval Welsh, and indeed, Tolkien
was part of a small informal group that studied the subject under
Gordon. He joined the faculty as an Assistant Lecturer, but a meas-
ure of his genius is that when Tolkien stepped down and left for
Oxford in 1925, Gordon was promoted over the heads of the older
lecturers to the chair in English Language. Gordon married one of
hi}f %llow students, Ida Pickles, shortly after they both received their
Ph.D.’s.

It was in collaboration with Gordon that Tolkien achieved his first
international recognition as a philologist. Several years before ac-
cepting the academic post at Leeds, Tolkien had collaborated with
one of his former Oxford tutors, Kenneth Sisam. Sisam had been
ﬁreparing a book titled Fourteenth Century Verse and Prose, and

nowing Tolkien’s extensive knowledge of Anglo-Saxon vocabu-
lary, as well as his work on the Oxford English Dictionary, he asked
Tolkien if he would write a paper that would provide a basic Middle
English vocabulary for use with his own book. Tolkien enthusiasti-
cally agreed, and published A Middle English Vocabulary in 1922.°
Both Sisam’s and Tolkien’s works were successful in academic com-

* Stewart lacer became an Oxford Michael Innes. Actually, Oxford dons
don and a member of the English writing popular fiction on the side is
School. He also became an extremely  an old tradition at Oxbridge, as is the
popular writer of adventure and spy  use of pseudonyms.

novels, using the nom de plume of

2 A research student at an English a graduate student going for a Ph.D.
university is the term used to describe or other advanced degrees.

3 Oxford University Press.
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munities, and Tolkien first achieved a fine reputation among English
scholars for his brilliance and extensive knowledge. But the work
that established him internationally was that in collaboration with
Gordon, S7r Gawain and the Green Knight.

Arthurian legend and the myth of the Holy Grail had always
fascinated Tolkien. As a child, he had devoured Sir Thomas
Mallory’s Morted’ Arthur,* and later he attempted to write — but did
not finish — an epic poem of his own on the Arthurian legends. The
myth and legend surrounding Sir Gawain, knight of King Arthur’s
Round Table at Camelot, apparently stretches back to Celtic times,
and has surfaced in varying forms through the centuries in France,
Italy, and even Scandinavia. Gawain was also transformed, in some
versions, into Galahad or Perceval (who became the hero in Richard
Wagner's opera Parsifal). Chaucer spoke of the Gawain legend as
coming “again out of faérie,” which coincided with Tolkien’s own
opinions on the subject.

The most famous Gawain work in the English language is the 14th
century romance, S#» Gawain and the Green Knight. The romance is
by an anonymous Midlands writer, a contemporary of Chaucer, who
was evidently highly educated and quite literate; the same manus-
cript containing Gawain also contains two alliterative poems,
Patience and Purity and Pearl,? which are believed to have been
written by the same anonymous author. Gawain is an extraordinarily
rich and sophisticated work, colored with many foreign and English
dialect words, and utilizing an extensive vocabulary. There are ele-
ments in the text that reflect both Irish and Welsh mythic influence
as well. The original manuscript (which was probably a copy) that
Tolkien and Gordon worked from had a difficult text, and required
extensive deciphering and editing; this was the task to which they
applied themselves. The result of this fruitful collaboration was the
production of the definitive text of S¢r Gawain and the Green Knight,
published by the Oxford University Press in 1925. Their Middle
English text of Gawain became the standard version of the famous
poem, and it is still used in most American and British colleges and
universities by students of Middle English literature. Tolkien and
Gordon made an indelible mark on the academic world with the
publication of Gawain, and it probably played a major part in both
men'’s subsequent rapid professional advances as noted philologists.

* Mallory, a 15th century knight
from Warwickshire, probably wrote
Le Morte d’ Arthur while in prison,
having been incarcerated in 1451 and
1452 after a quarrel with the

powerful Earl of Warwick. The work
became famous, and is probably one
of the best examples of late Medieval
literature in England.

2 Tolkien translated Pesr/ four
decades later into modern English,
and it was published along with his

own translation of Sir Gawain and the
Green Knight in 1967.
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Many years later, Tolkien himself translated his own edition of S7r
Gawain and the Green Knight into modern English.*

At Leeds, the English department, joined by members of other
faculties who taught languages, used to meet regularly to discuss
methodology, staff problems, and plans for progress. But after work,
the language specialists — and their more advanced students — used
to hold periodic informal dinner parties, replete with poetry recita-
tions, song singing, and general merrymaking. Tolkien’s humor and
scholarship dominated these delightful parties, both at Leeds and
later at Oxford. On one occasion, Tolkien handed out mimeo-
graphed sheets to everyone with made-up songs in Gothic, Icelan-
dic, Middle Sots, Anglo-Saxon, and of course English. One was
written in delightfully atrocious doggerel and began “A troll sat
alone, on his seat of stone, and munched a bare old bone. ...”
Tolkien persuaded his colleagues to join him in singing his made-up
songs, a practice that pleased him so much that he continued to
compose songs for his friends throughout his entire academic career.
At another party, Tolkien wrote a song jeering the students and
lecturers of “Scheme A” — the honors group that elected to concen-
trate on Old French rather than Old English (which was “Scheme
B”). Eventually these songs were collected into a departmental
song-sheet, which unfortunately was never published.3 Geoffrey
Woledge, one of Tolkien’s students who later joined the Leeds
faculty, remembers one departmental dinner in which “it fell to me
to propose the health of the staff, and I based my speech on an
imaginary Latin manuscript which I said I had found. Tolk (as we
always called him)  was called on for reply and began ‘I was going to
find a manuscript, but Mr. Woledge has found one, so I must have
had adream.” ” Atstill another dinner, Tolkien composed and read a
long, rambling poem that consisted of a series of puns on the names
of his colleagues.

As a lecturer, Tolkien was both popular and effective — although

* Tolkien must have been delighted
when Charles Williams read his long
poem Taliessin Through Logres to the
Inklings, during the period in which
Tolkien was struggling to complete
the first two books of The Lord of the
Rings. Taliessin was based on the

Arthurian legend, as wasGawain, but
Williams’s poem was so complex and
difficulc that he later began Arthurian
Torso in order to “explain” his poem.
C.S. Lewis finished Arthurian Toroso
after Williams’s death in 1945.

3 In 1936, a book titled Songs for the
Philologists was privately printed by
the Department of English at
University College, London, which
contained made-up songs by Tolkien,

E.V. Gordon, and others.
Undoubtedly some of the songs were
those sung at the Leeds
dinner-parties.

4 Tolkien was usually called
“Tolkien” by his friends and
colleagues, as was the custom of the
time. In private conversation he was
John, and later, Ronald, although his

two Christian names seemed to have
been used interchangably. But he was
“Tolk” to his students (not to his face,
however).
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he was often inarticulate and incomprehensible. At Leeds, the Eng-
lish department was entirely too small to be able to give private
one-to-one tutorials (the backbone of the Oxbridge system), but this
deficiency in individual instruction was in part compensated by the
small, intimate, and often informal lectures/seminars. Tolkien’s clas-
ses sometimes had as few as two students, although the average
seems to have been about 12. As reader, and later professor, Tolkien
took charge of the “Scheme B” honors program in Anglo-Saxon, but
his seminars also included students from “Scheme A.” Perhaps his
most important and memorable seminars were those at which he
read, translated, and interpreted Old English texts, especially
Beownlf. While at Leeds, Tolkien gave two two-year honors courses
in Beownlf to both “Scheme A” and “Scheme B” students one hour
each week; he later continued the same seminars at Oxford.*

According to T.V. Benn, one of Tolkien’s early students and later
a professor at Leeds himself, “if you have listened to his lectures, and
forgotten them, but not him, you cannot talk of a Tolkien freed from
his Beowulf.” “It was mostly a line-by-line commentary — sometimes
barely audible,” recalls Geoffrey Woledge, another student who
later joined the Leeds faculty. “It was generally found very weari-
some; I generally sat at the back, talked in whispers to my neighbors,
or wrote poetry or letters. Nevertheless, in affer years | have come
to think that the most valuable thing I owe to my university teachers
was his teaching, not indeed of the texts he was lecturing on, but of
the way in which antiquarian scholarship can be used to illuminate
literature.”

“Tolk” was well liked by his students; his manner might be de-
scribed as humorously informal rather than academically aloof.
J.I.M. Stewart said of his lectures that “he could turn a lecture room
into a mead hall in which he was the bard and we were the feasting,
listening guests.” According to David Abercrombie, “with his strik-
ing good looks, his elegance, his wit and his charm he was, of course,
an influential figure as far as his students were concerned.” Typical
of Tolkien in those days — indeed, during his tenure at Oxford as
well — was his friendly, almost puckish attitude toward his students.
“Once, he had not arrived at the lecture room %five minutes after the
lecture should have started,” recalled Geoffrey Woledge, “and I and

* One of his students who attended
his Oxford seminars was Katherine
Ball, who later became a professor at
the University of Toronto. She
remembered that “He came in
lightfully and gracefully, I always
remember that, his gown flowing, his
fair hair shining, and he read Beowulf
aloud. We did not know the language

he was reading, yet the sound of
Tolkien made sense of the unknown
tongue and the terrors and the
dangers that he recounted —how I do
not know — made our hair stand on
end. He read like no one else I have
ever heard . ... He was a great
teacher, and delightful, courteous,
ever so kindly.”

3 According to T.V. Benn, Totkien
gave his seminars in “a large tiered
lecture-room in the Old Baines Wing.

This room, which could hold about
100 students, is now a physiology
research lab.”
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two friends decided to spend an hour in a neighboring pub; as we
were nearing the end of the corridor leading from the lecture room,
he suddenly appeared around the corner. We stopped in some
confusion, but he waved his class register cheerily, said ‘Shall I mark
you absent?” and passed on, leaving us to pursue our quest for
refreshment.”

“Tolkien was liked asalecturer,” commented T.V. Benn. “He was
not eloquent, but quiet and factual and kindly. Fewer than a dozen of
us, in 1920-1923, taking the three-year course at the University of
Leeds (“Double Honors”) in English and French, joined the weekly
English honors group for Beownlf. Beowulf was, as we saw at a glance,
a menace and a challenge; the bloodthirsty text was rather an occa-
sion for patient comment; but more than a philological problem. My
reaction was to buy a translation of the Beowx/f and concoct my own
literal translation with its help. Our standard was low, but we never
feared that Tolkien would mark us down.” Benn’s experience was
common among Tolkien’s students; he would be as patient as possi-
ble, sharing his scholarship with anyone who asked for his assistance.
Through the years, Tolkien helped his students and junior col-
leagues write and rewrite papers, theses, and books, and gave them
advice and encouragement — yet he never claimed credit for him-
self. Of that unusual practice in the competitive environment of
academia, one student especially praised Tolkien because he “took
endless pains with his students, helped them so much that work they
published . . . was really his own. Yet he never took credit for this,
only pleasure for his pupils.”

Tolkien had probably been aware, but not overly concerned, with
his noticeable weaknesses as a lecturer; he did little in the following
years to improve his delivery, but he constantly introduced new and
challenging ways to make scholarship more interesting to his stu-
dents. For example, crossword puzzles were just coming into vogue
in England during the early 1920’s, and Tolkien appropriated the
popular format for his own purposes. He amused his students by
giving them assignments to complete Anglo-Saxon crossword puz-
zles that he had invented. (Tolkien even tried to write crossword
puzzles in Gothic, but abandoned the project when he decided that
there wasn’t enough vocabulary to make it worthwhile.) He even
had his students s7ng their lessons on occasion, to everyone’s enjoy-
ment. Often, the lecture was abandoned for the day in favor of a
spirited debate or discussion on any subject that happened to strike
his fancy.

At Leeds, Tolkien was apparently more open and informal than he
was in later life at Oxford; he and his wife enjoyed an active social life
that intertwined with the younger readers and instructors of the
university. He was still akeen sportsman, and enjoyed playing tennis
and fives* with his colleagues. Lunchtime for his crowd was an

* Akindof handball playedby twoto  mistake probably only committed by
four participants. It is also alumni from those two famous public
erroneously known as both the Eton  schools).

Game and the Rugby Game (a
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enjoyable ritual, during which they would retire to a local pub for
sandwiches and beer. According to several students who were
privileged to be invited to lunch with Tolkien and his friends, the
young reader greatly enjoyed imbibing prodigious amounts of beer,
telling jokes, and puffing away on his pipe. He often had students
over to his house, where they were likely to catch sight of him
working away, sitting in an armchair by the fireplace, with books and
papers spread over a large tray propped up by his knees. More often
than not, while Tolkien worked his two small boys would be playing
i)n the floor; the commotion apparently did not bother him in the
east.

In those years, Tolkien amused his sons by telling them fairy-
stories; not fairy-stories read from a book, but tales Tolkien made up
himself. Actually, making up fairy-stories for one’s children was a
favorite Victorian pastime among upper middle-class men. A banker
named Kenneth Grahame told his son animal stories, one of which
later became The Wind in the Willows. A Scottish playwright named
James Barrie amused his children by telling them tales about a
never-never land where people could fly; it later became Peter Pan.
And a shy bachelor Oxford don named Charles Dodgson once
entertained the three children of a married friend as they poled up
the Cherwell towards the village of Godstow one hot July 4th. One
of the children’s names was Alice, and she became immortalized in
Alice in Wonderland * Some of the tales Tolkien told were undoubt-
edly variations of the sagas, epics, tales, and fairy-stories that his
years of reading and professional interests had produced; on the
other hand, it appears that some of them were wholly original, since
Tolkien mentioned many years later that “stories seem to germinate
like snowflakes around a piece of dust.” One writer on Tolkien
confidently announced that a number of these early fairy-stories had
been written down and still exist, and if this is so, they may well be
published some time in the future.

Tolkien did publish several poems, stories, and papers in a univer-
sity weekly named Poetry and Andience, and later, in a book titled A
Northern Venture (1923). In the latter, Tolkien contributed a total of
six pages of poetry, bearing such titles as The Eadigan Saelidan ,Why
the Man in the Moon came down too soon ,* and Enigmata Saxonica nuper
inventa duo.

* Tolkien disliked being compared
to Lewis Carroll, (Dodgson’s nom de
plume), whose Alice in Wonderland he
dismissed as “A satire on chess.” As far
as being compared to other writers,
about Arisosto he said, “I don’t know
Ariosto and I'd loathe him if I did;”
about Cervantes, “He was a
weed-killer to romance;” and about

Dante, “He’s full of spite and malice. I
don’t care for his petty relations with
petty people in petty cities.”

In later life, Tolkien did not care to
read any modern writer of
fairy-stories, but preferred science
fiction and, of course, re-reading his
own works.

2 A pastiche of English nursery
rhymes that later found its way into

The Lord of the Rings, where it is recited
by Samwise at the Prancing Pony.
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In 1924, at the age of 32, Tolkien was appointed professor of
English Language; this made him the youngest professor in the
entire university. He also became a father for the third time when
another son, Christopher Reuel Tolkien, was born. Tolkien was a
very loving and attentive father, and considered himself lucky to
have been at home every night to see his children and tell them
stories at bedtime. Tolkien spent a great deal of time at home playing
with his sons, or watching them play as he worked. An intimate
account of Tolkien at home is given by his son Michael, who at
present is a headmaster at a Jesuit boarding school in Lancashire.
“My earliest memories of him — I am his second son, and was born
in Oxford in 1920 — was of a unique adult, the only “grown-up” who
appeared to take my childish comments and questions with com-
plete seriousness. Whatever interested me seemed invariably to
interest him more, even my earliest efforts to talk. Not many years
ago he showed me a battered notebook in which he had carefully set
down the words I applied to every object I saw. As a philologist he
was fascinated by the fact that all words I used ended in -ng-: for
example, lalang (light), gong (lampshade) papang (pipe), this last
uttered as I removed his pipe from his mouth and inserted it in my
own.

“His bedtime stories seemed exceptional. Unlike other people,
he did not read them from a book, but simply told them, and they
were infinitely more exciting and much funnier than anything read
from the children’s books at the time. That quality of reality, of being
inside a story and so being a part of it, which has been, I believe, at
least an important factor contributing to the world-wide success of
his imaginative works, was already apparent to a small, though
already critical and fairly imaginative boy.

“Inevitably, he was not a super-human father, and often he found
his children insufferably irritating, self-opinionated, foolish and
even occasionally totally incomprehensible. But he never lost his
ability to talk #0 and notat ordown to his children. In my own case he
always made me feel that whatI was doing and what [ was thinking in
my youth were of far more immediate importance than anything be
was doing or thinking.”

In 1925, Professor W.A. Craigie at Oxford was offered a newly-
created chair of English Language at the University of Chicago,
which he accepted; the new post, however, required that Craigie
begin during the autumn semester that year. This change of univer-
sities left Craigie’s Oxford chair vacant, and a candidate to succeed
him had to be found almost immediately. S7r Gawain and the Green
Knight had just been published by the Oxford University Press, and
made Tolkien the prime candidate; that he was a graduate of Exeter
College, that Craigie had been one of his tutors, that he had pub-
lished A Middle English Vocabulary in conjunction with Kenneth
Sisam’s book, and that his work on the Oxford English Dictionary was
well known all helped to enhance his qualifications for the chair (the
yearhbe;fore, moreover, he had been appointed to the Leeds profes-
sorship).

65



In Spring, 1925, Tolkien was first informed that he was being
considered for election to the Bosworth and Rawlinson Professor of
Anglo-Saxon chair, and he accepted the candidacy with enthusiasm.
Not long afterward, he was officially informed that the chair was his,
and he immediately told J.B. Baillie, the University of Leeds vice-
chancellor, of his decision to accept the Oxford chair at the begin-
ning of the 1925 Michaelmas term. Such short notice upset Baille,
who apparently thought of Tolkien as a professional opportunist
who was abandoning his post when a better position presented itself.
Tolkien finished out the spring semester, moved to Oxford during
the summer, and assumed the position as the Bosworth and Rawlin-
son Professor of Anglo-Saxon on October 1st, 1925.

The Tolkiens had been quite happy at Leeds, and left many friends
behind when they returned to Oxford. It had been a productive
period for Tolkien as both a teacher and a philologist, although his
creative talents apparently did not have much of an opportunity to
become manifest. Tolkien had fully recovered from the effects of
the War, although the following years at Oxford were marked by an
increasing withdrawl from all gut the academic world.

Tolkien briefly returned to Leeds in 1926 to attend the official
dinner for departing senior members of the staff (he had resigned
too late to be honored at the 1925 dinner), held on June 29th.
Geoffrey Woledge, who had received his B.A. and joined the staff in
1925, recalled the occasion. “The Vice-Chancellor, J.B. Baillie, in
proposing the health of the retiring members, praised them all, but
Tolk only for his good looks, and he implied that he had deserted his
post for personal advancement. In replying, Tolk, who was evidently
rather annoyed, said that he loved the University more than any
other institution he had ever known, but that man has a higher
loyalty than to institutions ~— his loyalty being to his subject.”

E.V. Gordon was advanced over the heads of others from assistant
lecturer to professor, being aided by the publication of Sir Gawain
and the Green Knight and Tolkien’s personal recommendation. Gor-
don later moved to the University of Manchester with his wife Ida;
both became professors at Manchester, but Gordon died at a young
age before World War II. Through Tolkien’s efforts, the English
department at Leeds had been expanded and strengthened; he was
shortly to apply those same talents to healing the rift that had
td}:evel‘lloped in the English School at Oxford between the linguists and

e literati.
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THE PROFESSOR 1925-1937

The Oxford to which Ronald Tolkien returned as the Bosworth
and Rawlinson Professor of Anglo-Saxon in Autumn, 1925, was
already markedly different from the Oxford of 1911 and 1921. The
process of change stimulated by such post-Victorian moves as the
Reform Bill and the ascendency of the University over the colleges
had been accelerated by the war, and intensified by rapid industriali-
zation, social upheaval, and economic uncertainty. Wherever one
looked, change was apparent. Woods were cleared, open fields
became villages, and villages suburbs; and the suburbs were incorpo-
rated into cities. Colleges, factories, industrial plants, and hous’n,
estates were being built; thousands of workers, technicians, an
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professionals moved their families from depressed areas to find
work in booming Oxford; the ratio of University members to city
residents not connected with the educational system was increas-
ingly distended. For the first time in its history, the University was
beginning to become secondary to the town.

By 1925, the motorcar had arrived in England, and despite the
Great Depression of 1921, the post-war devaluation of the pound,
and the abolition of the gold standard, it began to sell by the
hundreds of thousands and then by the millions. As once the great
oak forests had been cut down to build British sailing ships, so the
open English countryside became increasingly fenced in, developed,
sub-divided, and criss-crossed with motor-roads. Patrol stations
sprang up, and houses and shops joined the stations to form villages.
With new roads and better communications came industry, in-
creased population, and more buildings; every day, the countryside
and open farmland shrunk a bit more.

Such changes in Oxford and throughout the United Kingdom
apparently disturbed Tolkien far more than the great political issues
of the day. His response to change was to withdraw increasingly
from the outside world and into himself.

In the first great confrontation at Oxford between tradition and
progress Tolkien was on the side resisting change and what change
portended in England. At that time, in 1913, auto manufacturer
William Morris wanted to replace the horse-drawn street trams in
Oxford with motorized omnibuses, which were more efficient and
less expensive. The University bitterly fought Morris’s efforts to
bring the 20th century to Oxford, just as they had resisted the
construction of the canal, the railway, and the advent of electricity.
After months of debate, underhanded political maneuvering, and
Draconian tactics, Morris succeeded both in introducing his om-
nibuses and in driving the horse-pulled trams out of business. In the
20’s, Morris — by now, Sir William — was well on his way to
becoming the British equivalent of Henry Ford, and Oxford was
about to become the English Detroit.

The University itself was also changing. By 1925, the power of the
M.A.’s was all but broken; by 1926 the University achieved perma-
nent dominance over the colleges. People like Tolkien helped make
the transition from the traditional tutorial system and the University
schools. The colleges were becoming democratized — against their
will — by adopting altered admissions policies, which allowed more
working and middle-class students to attend. Women were now
accepted as members of the University, Greek was abolished as
compulsory for matriculation, and all official University proceedings
were held in English rather than in Latin.* The student population
grew greatly after the war, partly because of government programs
giving grants to veterans qualified to attend a university, and
Oxbridge’s decision to offer school-funded scholarships to former
officers who wished to study; also responsible were dynamic social

* As of 1877.
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changes, that allowed, encouraged, and assisted many lower-class
students to continue their education.

Post-war Oxford during the 20’s was a part of the age of Heming-
way, T.S. Eliot, and James Joyce: adventurous, cynical, and brilliant.
The students were self-indulgent, and their parties wild; few had
concerns deeper than daily pleasures. Many were trying to forget the
war and the destruction and mutilation it had inflicted.

The world that Tolkien had loved so much as a child and young
man was quickly passing, and its disappearance greatly disturbed
him. The lines of demarcation between the classes had been
stretched to the breaking point, and the generation-long struggle for
women'’s rights had finally been won. Workers had given power to
the growing trades unions and the Labor Party, and strikes were
becoming endemic, as capitalism crumbled in the Depression. Both
the land and the people were changing, leaving behind persons, like
Tolkien, who looked to the past for inspiration and enlightenment.

And yet, parts of Oxford were calm. The Oxford of Matthew
Arnold could still be discovered in the 20’s in long, rambling walks
through unspoiled parts of the countryside, in village churches and
country inns, in comfortable college rooms and in quiet commons
and parks. To the south and east of the city, progress had yet to catch
up with the rustic farmlands and open fields; motorcars rarely travel-
led the rutted country roads and common right-of-way footpaths. In
Oxford itself, despite the presence of motorcars and omnibuses, the
bicycle was still king of the ancient, narrow city streets, which at
certain times of the day were flooded with black two-wheelers.

Tradition and ritual were still alive at the University. Bulldogs and
proctors still wandered the town and “progged” errant students.
Academic robes had to be worn outside college, and even mature
undergraduates were fined anywhere from a penny to a shilling for
staying out late at night. Dances were tolerated, but only by invita-
tion, and heavily chaperoned. Women were forbidden to visit male
students without an approved chaperone, and no male was permit-
ted to call upon a female student in college without at least two other
women and an approved chaperone present. Latin was still a man-
datory subject, and although the “Grand Compounder” category
had been eliminated, lazy students could still scrape by with a lowly
4th class degree until World War II.

Tolkien returned to Oxford in the midst of this confusion and
change, and this affected him profoundly; according to Professor
Roger Sale, “he withdrew more completely from the modern world
than any other maker of the Myth of Lost Unity, and in his more
dogmatic pronouncements Tolkien had always spoken as though
only madmen or fools would contemplate the twentieth century
without horror.” For the next decade, Tolkien devoted himself to his
work, his family, and his close friends, accepting only respon-
sibilities of his own choosing, avoiding the path of international
recognition that could have been his, and refusing to follow the
established academic dictum, “publish or perish.” At Oxford, he was
well-known and influential, and by virtue of his Si» Gawain text and
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A Middle English Vocabulary, respected by the small community of
English philologists aroum? the world. He never sought, however,
the popularity that his professorship could have brought him. He did
not want the celebrity status that C.S. Lewis, Hugo Dyson, and
others achieved through popular books, radio, and television ap-
pearances and contributions to leading newspapers and magazines.
He could easily have become a public favorite, for at age 33, Ronald
Tolkien looked far more like a matinee movie idol or an up-and-
coming young politician than an Oxford professor. He cut a dashin
figure — tall, fair-haired, and muscular, always fashionably dressed.
His wife Edith was a great beauty; one would never have thought, to
look at her then, that she was already a mother three times over. She
is said to have been somewhat aristocratic and aloof; proper would
have been a more accurate word, since she successfully conformed
to the accepted standards of behavior for a young don’s wife: gen-
teel, modest, submissive, charming, intelligent, and literate. To-
gether, they were well-liked, but became increasingly inaccessible
except to close friends, neighbors, and favored students.

The Tolkiens quickly acquired a comfortable and relatively new
house at 22 Northmoor Road, one of many homes built on a field in
north Oxford, one of the most pleasant parts of the city. It is likely
that their house was rented to them by one of the colleges.* The
Tolkiens moved next door to a larger house at 20 Northmoor Road
in 1929, about the time their only daughter, Priscilla Anne Reuel
Tolkien, was born. Most of The Hobb:t and The Lord of the Rings was
written in this rambling red stone house. Mrs. Tolkien needed
parttime day help to assist with cleaning and other housework.
Apparently Tolkien was occasionally intimidated by the size and
expense of the house, dubbing it “the mansion”; nor was he particu-
larly unhappy when the house was sold nearly 20 years later and he
and his wife moved into a much more modest college-owned house.

Northmoor Road was within easy commuting by bicycle to the
Examination Halls, where Tolkien lectured, the English School,
where he worked on administrative matters, and Pembroke College,
where he held tutorials. Tolkien had been elected a fellow of Pem-
broke College in 1926, the year in which University reform had
definitively established its supremacy over the colleges. This meant
that teaching at Oxford would be more uniform, that there wouldn’t
be such wide disparities in academic standards, and that the
centuries-old conflict between the tutorial and professorial systems
would finally be settled. Until the latter part of the 19th century,
tutors — who were also fellows of the colleges — tended to look
down their noses at professors. The tutors and the colleges wanted
to preserve the ancient but increasingly impractical one-to-one edu-
cational system that had been the backbone of Oxbridge for cen-
turies; the steady growth of the student population, however, meant

* At both Oxford and Cambridge, holdings. Such houses are usually
the colleges are the largest landlords  rented at nominal sums to dons and
because of their extensive property other M.A.s.
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that each tutor had to double, triple, and even quadruple the number
of private tutorials given each week, thus weakening their effective-
ness. On the other hand, professors associated with the University
through the various schools felt that the only effective modern way
to give an education to such large numbers was to have lectures,
seminars, and uniform examinations supersede tutorials as the
academic mainstay of an Oxford education. Most professors were
not fellows of the colleges, so intercourse between the tutors and
professors really was limited.

The University’s plan for shifting emphasis from the tutorial to the
professorial system involved coercing the colleges to elect profes-
sors as fellows; it was hoped that by placing tutors and professors
side by side at high table, the closer association would help break
down the headstrong professional resistance to change and reform.
The tutors, supported by the colleges and many M.A.’s, struggled
for decades to retain their status. The University’s plan to make
professors fellows of the colleges was sound, and so all the more
resented by the colleges, which were reluctant to surrender any of
their prerogatives. It took more than 40 years to implement the
plan, and so it was in 1926 that Tolkien, as well as all the other
professors not already fellows, were elected fellows by the various
colleges.

The English professor usually enjoys more prestige and authority
than his American counterpart. This is because there are far fewer
professors at English universities; only one person, the principle
public teacher of a particular faculty or subject, is given the title. For
example, there would only be one professor for medieval French
Literature or Ango-Saxon ata university. Also, there are no associate
or assistant professors; other instructors who “profess” a subject are
usually called lecturers. Another difference is that professorships at
Oxbridge are usually endowed, i.e., established by a benefactor
(frequently a wealthy scholar) who sets up a fund from which the
salary of the professor is paid. This endowment is known as a
professorial “chair,” and often the chair is named after the benefac-
tor. Tolkien had been elected to the chair of Bosworth and Rawlin-
son Professor of Anglo-Saxon, administered by the English School
at Oxford. The chair had been established in 1755 with an endow-
ment in the will of Richard Rawlinson, an 18th century antiquarian
and collector. This endowment was added to in the 1860's by Joseph
Bosworth, an Anglo-Saxon scholar who had been elected to the
Rawlinson chair himself in 1858; Bosworth also attached his name
to the chair.*

Although Tolkien was a junior professor of the English School
when he joined the faculty in 1925, he quickly established himself as
one of the more influential and innovative. He was a philologist in a
faculty long dominated by specialists in literature; certainly

* Bosworth also endowed £10,000 in Anglo-Saxon, which he named after
1867 to the University of Cambridge  himself.
in order to establish there a chair of
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Tolkien’s predecessors had not been distinguished for their
philological scholarship. Tolkien assumed the responsibility of re-
establishing the respectability and importance of English philology
in the faculty. This he did by being as helpful as possible to any of the
other members of the English School, by preparing lectures and
syllabi, by assisting in researching and editing scholarly papers and
publications, and by using every possible opening to demonstrate
the importance of language as the cornerstone of literature. Another
invaluable contribution was Tolkien’s fantastic ability to train and
recruit from his best students new members for the faculty. It has
been said that after The Lord of the Rings, Tolkien was best-
remflmbered for the large number of first-rate philologists he nur-
tured.

Nevill Coghill was not a student of Tolkien’s, but Tolkien
“adopted” the younger man when he joined the faculty after gradua-
tion. Tolkien saw that the newest member of the faculty was ap-
prehensive about his first course of lectures to be delivered in the
Michaelmas term, and volunteered to help Coghill “find himself.”
He did this by showing him how to develop a style of delivery, and
by teaching him how to organize his notes and outlines. But Tolkien
went beyond this generous assistance by actually writing some pages
of lecture-notes for Coghill to give as his own, as an example and asa
vote of confidence in Coghill’s ability. In later years, Tolkien and
Coghill became friendly competitors as they vied for student alle-
giance by extemporaneously improvising stories from the sagas, and
relating interesting incidents and anecdotes from literature and
snatches of personal poems.

From all accounts, Coghill as a speaker was as brilliant as Tolkien
was dull. Tolkien’s lifelong speech affectations never seemed to
affect his enthusiasm for his subject or his concern for imparting
knowledge to his students. Unlike his small, almost intimate classes
at the University of Leeds, Tolkien’s lectures were frequently
packed, not only with his own students, but with other students and
dons anxious to hear him. It is a tribute to Tolkien’s formidable
reputation as a scholar that he had such a wide following in the years
before he became a celebrity, and despite his difficulty in com-
municating. According to Nevill Coghill, Tolkien “was a very good
lecturer himself — if you were on the front row, because if you were
any further back than that, you wouldn’t be able to keep up with it,
this rapid machinegun fire of his lecturing.” Elaine Griffiths, one of
many Tolkien students who stayed in academia (she is now a fellow
and tutor at St. Anne’s College, Oxford), said that “I was a devoted,
hard-working, simple-minded undergraduate, and I went to his lec-
tures, and, contrary to popular opinion . . . he was really in many
ways an appalling lecturer. When he came to the main point, he
would turn around and address the blackboard.” Another student
thought that “he had his faults. He would ruffle through his notes
rapidly, speaking in a quick, almost stuttering monotone until he
struck something that interested him. Then he would light up,
expand, expound.”
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Perhaps the most perceptive assessment of Tolkien’s rhetorical
affectations is that of a non-native speaker of English, Przemyslaw
Mroczkowski, a Polish scholar who became friends with Tolkien
shortly after World War II, who is at present a professor of English
philology at the Jagiellonian University in Poland. ‘*Tolkien’s
speech was extremely difficult to follow, since it was all but inarticu-
late. I personally believe that the supreme test of a foreign English
scholar was trying to understand Tolkien. If he did, perhaps he
deserved an extra Ph.D. or the like. Tolkien didn’t care to articulate;
he simply expected and assumed that you could follow him with
ease.

“Tolkien’s lectures had a keen following, but they weren’t, in my
opinion, especially popular — at least, not popular in the sense that
Nevill Coghill’'s were. He didn’t specialize in his subject, but would
occasionally speak extemporaneously on whatever interested him at
the moment. Sometimes he would spend the entire lecture period
reading a translation of a Norse saga or a Middle English poem
instead of concentrating on the work at hand. Like his conversation,
his lectures were very often difficult to understand.”

But those able to cope with his difficult speech and rambling
lectures were deeply impressed by his scholarship and his devotion
to his faithful students. He had little time for lazy or disinterested
students (though he never punished with low marks those he failed
to inspire), but no effort was too much for him when it came to
helping those who exhibited either talent or enthusiasm for language
or mythology. According to John Layerle, a former student of
Tolkien’s, and now the Director of the Center for Medieval Studies
at the University of Toronto, Tolkien managed to create between
himself and his favored students a special bond, which went far
beyond the ordinary student-tutor relationship. He gave of his time
and knowledge, and strove to impart a love of language and lore to
those who previously had only a slight appreciation. To argue that
Tolkien helped train an entire generation of English philologists
seems scarcely an exaggeration when one considers the number and
the quality of his students who chose philology as their profession.

In the years following his return to Oxford, Tolkien was fortunate
in making a number of intense, lifelong friends who undoubtedly
influenced and encouraged him as a writer. There was Coghill, of
course, and his boyhood acquaintance Gervase Mathew, who had
just become a don at Balliol College and who would later take
Catholic Holy Orders with the Blackfriars on St. Giles in Oxford.
There were other associates at the English School who became
friends: Professor Dawkins and Helen MacMillan Buckhurst, who
were Icelandic scholars and lovers of Norse sagas, Hugo Dyson, the
brilliant scholar severely wounded in the war, who survived to
establish himself in the academic world, and Professor George Gor-
don, who had also left a chair at the University of Leeds to accept one
at Oxford.

Coghill, Buckhurst, Dyson, Dawkins, Gordon, and Tolkien had
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many interests in common, not the least of which was Old Icelandic,
the language of the great Norse sagas and the fountainhead of most
northern European legend and mythology. Their conversations at
the English School led to further conversations at nearby pubs, and
in the best Oxford tradition, such get-togethers eventually became
an institutionalized ritual: a club. They called themselves the Coal-
biters, an Anglicized version of the Icelandic word cobetor, meaning
people who huddle around a warm fire in winter and bite pieces of
coal in order to get as near as possible to the warmth. According to
Nevill Coghill, it was Tolkien who suggested both the idea for the
club and its name. During the winter the group met weekly in
college rooms, over dinner at the Eastgate Hotel, or in back rooms of
local pubs around a roaring fire and with flagons of warm beer. “So
we joined together and met once a week, sat around the fire in
winter, each having a passage from one of the sagas to translate for
the others,” recalls Coghill. “I was allowed to do a paragraph. Profes-
sor Dawkins, who had a little experience of this sort of thing, was
allowed to do a page. Tolkien did 20 pages. He was completely
fluent in this difficult language and translated easily in appropriate
style, at speed.”

The Coalbiters suffered the fate of hundreds of other a4 hoc clubs
at Oxford, and died so quietly that no one is quite certain when it
ceased to function. Coghill seems to think that the later literary club,
the Inklings, grew out of the Coalbiters, since many of the Coalbiters
became Inklings; according to Tolkien'’s recollection, however, this
was not the case, the Inklings having been created at a much later
time under quite different circumstances.

The most important friendship that Tolkien developed was with a
tutor at Magdalen College, Clive Staples Lewis. C.S. Lewis, the son
of a Belfast solicitor, was born in Ulster in 1898, attended University
College, Oxford in 1916 for one semester (in order to qualify for a
commission in the army), was wounded on the Western Front, and
returned to complete his studies. He was a brilliant student, taking
three firsts, but was unable to obtain a fellowship in philosophy at
any of the Oxford colleges after receiving his degree. Failing that, he
decided to prepare for a position in the English School, having read
Anglo-Saxon with his tutor, Elizabeth Wardale. In 1923, he at-
tended Professor Gordon’s lectures on Spenser, and this led to a
substitute position as a tutor of English philology at University
College in 1924, when the regular tutor, E.F. Carritt, was away in
America on sabbatical. Lewis continued to apply for fellowships with
the various colleges, still hoping that he would receive one in
philosophy rather than language. But when Magdalen College of-
fered him a fellowship in English Language and Literature in 1925,
he accepted — a position he held until being elected to a newly
?rgxcgzwed professorial chair at Magdalen College, Cambridge, in

If Tolkien ever encountered a kindred spirit at Oxford, it was
Lewis. Lewis also loved Oxford with an intensity that turned to the
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past rather than the present, and indeed, when he reluctantly ac-
cepted the Cambridge chair, it was only on the condition that he
could continue to live and commute from Oxford. Of Oxford, Lewis
wrote in a 1919 poem:

We are not wholly brute. To us remains

A clean, sweet city lulled by ancient streams,
A place of vision and of loosening chains,

A refuge of the elect, a town of dreams.

To Lewis, as with Tolkien, Oxford was “a refuge of the elect” after
the horrors of war, and he also deplored the systematic encroach-
ment of industrialization that the 20’s and 30’s brought. He was a
Christian — in a distinctly un-Christian age — a poet, a writer of
fantasy, and a lover of mythology. He liked “sitting up till the small
hours talking nonsense, poetry, theology, metaphysics over beer,
tea and pipes.” His memory was astonishing (he was able to recite
long poems without a mistake), his interests wide (literature,
philosophy, theology), and his published output prolific (more than
40 books during his lifetime, including poetry, literary history,
fiction, and essays). Lewis cherished his privacy, even when he
became world famous, and though he did not waste time, he once
shot back to an interviewer who suggested that his seemingly her-
metically sealed life tended to be a bit stuffy, that “I/7ke boredom.”
Of Lewis, Alan Watts noted that he had “a certain ill-concealed glee
in adopting an old-fashioned and unpopular position;” the same
could have been said of Tolkien. Also applicable is Jocelyn Hill’s
description of Lewis as a man with an excellent sense of humor, great
self-confidence, and “above all, an unshakable deep sense of truth.”

Lewis, as well as Tolkien, was one of the so-called “Oxford Christ-
ians.” He was devoutly religious — an Anglican — and wrote a
number of books on Christian theology. His faith was acquired and
cultivated rather than inborn; to use his words, a “purely philosophi-
cal” conversion. “I gave up Christianity at about fourteen. Came
back to it when getting on for thirty. Not an emotional conversion;
almost purely philosophical. I didn’twant to. I'm not in the least the
religious type. I want to be left alone, to feel I'm my own master; but
since the facts seemed to be just the opposite I had to give in.”
Although Lewis makes no mention of Tolkien’s role in his return to
Christianity, Tolkien once told his friend Przemyslaw Mroczkowski
(adevout Roman Catholic, like Tolkien) sometime in the 1950’s that
he had had a definite role in the affair. “I got him as far as the Church
of England from atheism,” Tolkien boasted, implying he would have
liked to bring Lewis around to Catholicism. In any event, Lewis
called himself a “theist” around 1930, and openly confessed his
Christianity at the end of that decade.

In later years, Lewis came to resemble Tolkien’s hobbits: balding,
rotund, with a large double chin, dressed in baggy, conservative
clothing. Like Tolkien, he hated being interrupted or contradicted
and could be quite cross when irritated. He was an inveterate letter
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writer — Tolkien was decidedly 7ot — and a faithful friend. Lewis
married only late in life, and like Tolkien he preferred the company
of men, and the company of scholars and writers. He became a
popular figure throughout Britain because of his weekly radio prog-
rams, children’s books, and contributions to periodicals. Together,
Lewis and Tolkien were formidable, brilliant conversationalists who
could speak authoritatively on almost any subject.

There is a story — apochryphal, according to Tolkien — that the
two of them had an animated dialogue at a pub one day, and an
interested eavesdropper strolled over and asked them what it was
they were so enthusiastically discussing. According to legend, Lewis
is supposed to have replied, “Tolkien and I were talking about
dragons,”* and then continued his conversation without breaking
stride. The probable source of that story, according to a letter that
Tolkien later wrote Lewis’s biographer and literary executor, Re-
verend Walter hooper of Oxford (also a friend of Tolkien’s), was as
follows: “I remember Jack [as Lewis was called by his close friends]
telling me a story of Brightman, the distinguished ecclesiastical
scholar, who used to sit quietly in a Common Room saying nothing
except on rare occasions. Jack said that there was a discussion on
dragons one night and at the end Brightman'’s voice was heard to say,
‘I have seen a dragon.’ Silence. “Where was that?’ he was asked. ‘On
the Mount of Olives,” he said. He lapsed into silence and never

We were TALKING of DRAGONS,
Tolkien and I

In a BERKshire BAR.

The BIG WORKman

Who had SAT SILent

and SUCKED his PIPE
ALL the EVEning,

from his EMPTY MUG
With GLEAMING EYE
GLANCED toWARDS us;
‘I seen ’em myself,

he said FIERCEly.

* Tolkien admitted to a fondness for ~ human malice and besgizflity )
intelligent lizards in a radio interview together, a sort of ma.hqous wisdom
when he said, “Dragons always and shrevs:'dness. Terrifying
attracted me as a mythological creatures.

element. They seem to comprise
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before his death explained what he meant.” Lewis apparently used
that incident as inspiration for creating an example of the alliterative
meter in poetry, in an essay published during the mid-1930’s in a
short-lived literary magazine titled Lysistrata. In this fragmentary
nonsense, Lewis wrote:

Lewis introduced Tolkien to Owen Barfield, whom Lewis had
known as an undergraduate. Barfield was a lawyer by profession, but
had already published several books, among them Poetic Diction. Of
Barfield, Lewis once said, “Barfield cannot talk on any subject
without illuminating it.” Sometime around 1930, Barfield was at
Oxford for a weekend, and Lewis invited him to dinner at the
Eastgate to meet Professor Tolkien. “Tolkien was extraordinarily
aggressive that evening,” recalled Barfield, “and he contradicted
everything I said. In fact, he contradicted some of my remarks with
which I thought he would agree. Finally, I said to him ‘Look, we
haven’t even got to the points on which we might d7sagree.’ ” Lewis
then apologized for Tolkien’s behavior, salvaging the evening. Bar-
field later would invite Tolkien on days-long springtime walking
tours around the Oxfordshire countryside with him, A.C. Harwood,
W.E. (later Sir Eric) Beckett, Leo Baker, Walter Field, and Colonel
Hanbury Sparrow. This annual ramble continued through the 30’s
right up until the Second World War.

Like others in Tolkien’s circle, Barfield perceived Tolkien as a
typical Oxford don, but with a somewhat contradictory nature.
Although a friendly person, he was often withdrawn and remote. He
could comment on many subjects far removed from his principle
areas of interest, but had a habit of automatically assuming that
others knew what he was talking about when he spoke on some
arcane subject or intricate point. This could either be maddening or
charming to Tolkien’s audiences or interviewers. He would rarely
stop to explain, assuming that his audience always knew what he was
saying, and shared the same interest and enthusiasm for the subject
he did. He once gave a public lecture at the University of Leeds
about the Celts and Teutons in Europe during the Dark Ages.
According to Geoffrey Woledge, “It was very learned and very
informal, rambling, and charming. He said that only one thing was
certain about the original Teutons — that they were completely
wiped out at some date in the Dark Ages; and only one thing was
probable — that they were Celts. Quoting some source about a
certain individual, he said ‘He is in fact our old friend Vortigern, of
Hgngist and Horsa fame,’ a characteristically informal way of putting
it.

Tolkien lived in the world of the intellect, of the university; his
work was scholarship, his tools, words. He was completely at ease in
an academic environment, especially when surrounded by friends
and cronies, but somewhat less adequate once outside his own
sphere. “I could never see him outside the university,” thought
Barfield. “He was never practical or handy, but a typical scholar. I
v;r](.)uld think that to call him a man of the world would be the very last
thing.”
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Finance was almost the only elementin Tolkien’s personal life that
ever came up in conversation. He was always strapped for money: no
matter how much he had — even after The Lord of the Rings made
him wealthy — it never seemed quite enough to make him feel
comfortable. At Oxford, professors received salaries that were rela-
tively higher than most Englishmen earned, but substantially less
than that of their American academic counterparts. Tolkien was not
a materialist, but his financial obligations were heavy: a large house
with day servants, four young children, the expense of sending them
to the “right” schools, and the necessity of keeping up appearances.
After his first year back at Oxford, Tolkien correctly concluded that
he couldn’t make ends meet on only his salary, and since he didn’t
supplement his income as did so many other Oxford dons by pub-
lishing books and magazine articles, he decided to find a2 way to make
up the difference. This he did by working summers for the Univer-
sity examining school certificates (examinations given secondary
school students seeking acceptance by one of the colleges). “One of
the tragedies of the underpaid professor is that he has to do menial
jobs,” Tolkien once complained. “I was reading exam papers to earn
a bit of money. That was agony.” Such work was boring, but Tolkien
continued marking the papers well into the 30’s.

In the summer of 1928,* while marking an especially boring lot of
examination papers, Tolkien came across one with a blank page in it.
“One of the candidates mercifully left one of the pages with no
writing on it— which is possibly the best thing that can happen to an
examiner —and I wrote on it ‘In a hole in the ground lived a hobbit.’
Names always generate a story in my mind and eventually I thought I
should find out what hobbits were like. But that was only the
beginning; I spun the elements out of my head; I didn't do any
organizing at all.”

Tolkien was never certain how he came to invent the word “hob-
bit.” It was more spontaneous generation than calculation; certainly,
not the combination of “rabbit” and (Thomas) “Hobbes,” as the
eminent American critic Edmund Wilson speculated. 2 Tolkien ad-

* This is much earlier than the date
Tolkien himself frequently gave for
the incident, but Michael Tolkien is
adamant about 1928. In a letter to the
author dated August 10, 1975,
Michael Tolkien wrote that “I first
heard itat the age of 7, when John, my
elder brother was 10, and Christopher

3. My sister was not even born then.”
Since Michael Tolkien had been born
in November, 1920, this would place
the time at summer, 1928. It is
possible that Tolkien was referred to
the time when The Hobbit was being
typed in manuscript form, however,
which was years later.

2 Tolkien once said that he had made
his hobbits small “because of reach of
imagination and not strength of
power.” This makes sense when one
considers that the hobbits were
modeled upon rustics from Sarehole
and common soldiers under his
command, who did their duty

unfailingly, despite the dangers, but
who were always followers rather
than leaders.

As to hobbits having been modeled
after rabbits (who, after all, also lived
in holes in the ground), Tolkien had
this to say: “I don't like small
creatures. Hobbits are three to four
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mitted that “I don’t know where the word came from. You can’t
catch your mind out. It might have been associated with Sinclair
Lewis’ Babbit. Certainly not rabbit, as some people think. Babbit has
the same bourgeois smugness that hobbits do. His world is the same
limited place.” Another theory on the origin of the word hobbit is
advanced by Paul Kocher, author of Master of Middle Earth. Accord-
ing to Kocher, the Oxford English Dictionary defines the Middle
English word “hob” (or hobbe) as a rustic or a clown, a sort of Robin
Goodfellow (the English equivalent of the “little people” of Celtic
mythology). Since hobbits seem to display many of the characteris-
tics of hobs, i.e., small size, simple nature, love of countryside, etc.,
then perhaps Tolkien unconsciously transformed a word with which
he was undoubtedly familiar into a new creature. In any event, the
word hobbit is unquestionably, uniquely Tolkien’s invention, like
“pandemonium” in Paradise Lost and ‘“‘chortle” in Alice in
Wonderland.

For Tolkien, stories germinated from words, and the word hobbit
stimulated the beginning of a tale following in the best tradition of
the old Norse sagas. In those days, Tolkien had no idea of his story’s
plot or probable ending; his method was improvisational, and the
story grew in the telling. He said later that The Hobbit was really a
distillation of several ideas that had occupied his professional mind
for some years and that he merely adapted those ideas to children.
But he emphasized that The Hobbit was not simply a children’s book.
When an interviewer asked him if he had only written The Hobb:t to
amuse his children at bedtime, Tolkien replied, “That’s all sob stuff.
No, of course, I didn’t. If you're a youngish man and you don’t want
to be made fun of, you say you’re writing for children. At any rate,
children are your immediate audience and you write or tell them
stories for which they are mildly grateful: long, rambling stories at
bedtime.” As for the suggestion that The Hobbit certainly reads like a
children’s tale with a somewhat paternalistic narrator who uses the
simplest language, Tolkien admitted that “The Hobbit was written in
what I should now regard as bad style, as if one were talking to
children. There’s nothing my children loathed more. They taught
me a lesson. Anything that in any way marked out The Hobbit as for
children instead of just people, they disliked — instinctively. I did
too, now that I think about it. All this ‘I won't tell you any more, you
think about it’ stuff. Oh no, they loathe it; it's awful.”

Since Tolkien denied he wrote The Hobbit solely to amuse chil-
dren, then precisely why did he write it? At one time, Nevill Coghill
thought he had done it for the money; after all, Tolkien frequently
complained about his uncomfortable financial position, and

feetin height. You cansee peoplelike  imagination atall. He produced some
that. If there was anything I detested nice, funny names like Cobweb,

it was all that Drayton stuff; hideous. Peaseblossom and so on; and some
All that hiding in cowslips. poetic stuff about Titania, but he
Shakespeare took it up because it was  never takes the slightest notice of her.
fashionable, but it didn’t invite his She makes love to a donkey.”
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everyone knew he was always in need of money. For that reason,
when the book was published in 1938, Coghill refused to read it, and
only picked it up years later when he discovered itat a friend’s house
on a bedroom bookshelf. He read it through, quickly changed his
mind, and declared it a wonderful tale with elements — like the
riddle game with Gollum and the dialogue with the dragon Smaug —
right out of the Norse sagas. But the real reason can be found in a
statement Tolkien made about The Lord of the Rings, and which
applies equally to The Hobbit: “InThe Lord of the Rings, 1 have tried to
modernize the myths and make them credible.” Both as mythmaker
and as philologist, Tolkien knew the importance of mythology to
language and culture. Myths develop a link with the past, a con-
tinuity that helps people weather the present and look forward to the
future. In an era of unprecedented change, the links to the past are
stretched to the breaking point, and a people without roots are likely
to become, analogously, a people without branches or flowers. The
roots of the past — mythology — are no longer acceptable in their
traditional form?® and have to be recast in a more contemporary,
relevant mode. The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings are Tolkien’s
contributions to modern mythology. Similar to this reasoning is
Tolkien’s comment that it was unfortunate that there were virtually
no native English fairy-stories (with the exception of Jack and the
Beanstalk), and that he had written The Hobbit in order to help fill
this vacuum.

As chronicler of a modern myth Tolkien borrowed heavily from
the myths and sagas of the past, with which he was intimately
familiar. He never claimed originality for either his names or plots; it
was only his most devoted readers who later disputed and denied any
attempts to establish wellsprings from which many of his ideas
flowed. The names of the dwarfs in The Hobb:t, for example, were
not invented by Tolkien, but lifted intact from The Elder Edda.* In
that work, the dwarfs’ names were Durin, Dwalin, Dain, Bifur,
Bofur, Bombur, Nori, Thrain, Thorin, Thror, Fili, Kili, Fundin,
Gloin, Dori, and Ori (there was even a Gandalf): the same as those of

sequence of the world which now

3 An example of this is found in
exists. Those are the battles of the

Tolkien’s treatment of religionin The

Lord of the Rings: “The man of the 20th
century must have gods in a story of
this kind, but he can’t believe in gods
like Thor and Odin, Aphrodite, Zeus.
I couldn’t possibly construct in my
mythology /upus or Asgards on the
terms in which the people who
worship those gods believed in. God
is supreme, the Creator, outside the
transcendent. The place is well taken by
angelic spirits created by God,
created before the particular time

powers — it is a construction of
mythology in which a large part of
the demographic has been handed
over to the powers which are created
on the other hand of the One. It is
slightly and more elaborately
thought out than C.S. Lewis’ business
Out of the Silent Planet, where you have
a demogos that is actually in
command of the planet Mars, and the
idea that Lucifer was in charge of the
world in which he fell.”

4 Although Tolkien said that he
modeled his dwarfs after the Jews,

and not after the Norse dwarfs.
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the dwarfs with whom the hobbit Bilbo and the wizard Gandalf went
on their adventure to recover the dragon’s gold. “This particular lot
of dwarfs are very secretive,” Tolkien once explained, and since in
the book they came from the extreme north, “I gave the dwarfs
actual Norse names which are in Norse books. Not that my dwarfs
are really like the dwarfs of Norse imagination, but there is a whole
list of attractive dwarf names in one of the old epic poems.” The
name for the forest of Mirkwood also appears in an Icelandic saga:
King Heidrek the Wise (which Christopher Tolkien translated in
1960). Gandalf is mentioned in the saga of Ha/fdan the Black, and the
term Middle-earth comes from an obsolete phrase descnbmg our
own world. Each name Tolkien used was carefully constructed or
selected to describe the individual bearing it; his fantastic ability to
give attractive, descriptive, and unusual names is one of the most
appealing aspects of his works. Being a philologist and knowing the
importance of words and titles meant that this name-giving ability
was important to Tolkien. He said, “In the writing, I always begin
with a name. Give me a name and I'll produce a story — not the other
way about.”

Inwriting The Hobbit and T'he Lord of the Rings, Tolkien applied his
talents as a professor of language and a lover of mythology. “I used
what I knew” he said. “Every human being has an individual charac-
ter, just as everyone has an individual face. I think people have
linguistic predilections, but like one’s physical characteristics, that
shifts as you grow, also as you have more experience. In language,
I've tried to fit my actual personal predilection or pleasure.”

Tolkien probably produced a handwritten draft of The Hobbit in
the early 1930’s; it was written late at night in an attic at 20 North-
moor Road. He worked sitting on the edge of a camp bed, writing on
a late 19th century English oak keyhole desk that his wife Edith had
given him in 1927. This handwritten manuscript of The Hobbit was
never intended for publication, but was circulated privately among
friends and students. C.S. Lewis encouraged Tolkien to submitittoa
publisher, but Tolkien refused. Nor would he listed to other friends
who suggested he seek publication. Why Tolkien was uninterested
in having the book published is not clear. There are two possible
explanations, though neither is particularly convincing. One is that
he feared the ridicule the public might have heaped upon an Oxford
professor writing a children’s book, or the disapproval by his col-
league for writing such a frivolous, time-wasting work when he could
have been engaged in much more serious scholarship. The other
possibility is that as a truly modest man who sought privacy and
anonymity, he feared that publication might inadvertently bring
popularity, and put him in the unwanted limelight.

A third suggestion may explain why The Hobbit was not offered to
a publisher before 1936. In 1934, Tolkien was awarded a
Leverhulme Fellowship, which enabled him to pursue a scholarly
subject of his own choosing. The Leverhulme Foundation awarded
annual fellowship grants to graduate students, scholars, and profes-
sors living in the British Isles. The grant to professors — which
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lasted up to two years and amounted to the equivalent of a year's
salary — was designed to enable incumbent professors not on sab-
batical, and therefore prevented from taking a paid leave of absence,
to undertake original research in their spare time by underwriting
reasonable expenses for hiring secretaries, research assistants, or
consulting with foreign colleagues. The topics selected were left to
the professors’ discretion, but were supposed to relate to European
themes. Tolkien received a Leverhulme for the years 1934-1936; in
all probability, he used the grant to do research on Beowulf.

An acknowledged authority on Beowxlf, Tolkien had long been
concerned over how the work was usually approached by scholars
and critics. He felt the critics had lost sight of the work itself and
become more involved with its supposed meaning than with its
story. In 19306, Professor Tolkien was invited to present the annual
Israel Gollancz lecture at the British Academy. He chose to entitle
his lecture Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics.

That lecture is still considered by scholars to be the finest exposi-
tion on Anglo-Saxon literature in this century. In brilliant, witty, and
poetic language, Tolkien chided those critics who had become so
muddled in scholarship that they did everything but read what the
works they were writing about said. He began by gently poking fun
at one of his predecessors as Rawlinson Professor, Dr. John Bos-
worth. Tolkien continued his attack by saying, “For it is of their
nature that the jabberwocks of historical and antiquarian research
burble in the tulgy wood of conjecture, flitting from one tum-tum
tree to another. Noble animals, whose burbling is on occasion good
to hear; but though their eyes of flame may sometimes prove sear-
chlights, their range is short.” Tolkien proceeded from the critics to
the monsters. “It is the strength of the northern mythological imagi-
nation that . . . put the monsters in the center, gave them victory but
no honor, and found a potent but terrible solution in naked will and
courage . . . . So potent is it, that while the older southern imagina-
tion has faded for ever into literary ornament, the northern has
power, as it were, to revive its spirit even in our own times.” That
Tolkien himself used monsters in both The Hobbit and T he Lord of the
Rings apparently was in keeping with the tradition of Beowxlf, since
the “impression of depth is an effect and a justification of the uses of
episodes and allusions to old tales, mostly darker, more pagan, and
desperate than the foreground.” The existence of monsters portends
still more evil creatures and histories not revealed.

Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics was published by Oxford
University Press, and was later included in An Anthology of Beowulf
Criticism, published by Notre Dame Press in 1963, and still later ina
Folcroft book. It established him as one of the foremost philologists
of the century.

The story of how The Hobbit came to be published is interesting
because it reveals Tolkien’s reliance upon others to recognize and
support his genius. The manuscript was known to a small, but select
circle of friends and colleagues. One of these was Elaine Griffiths.
She tried to persuade Tolkien to let a publisher look at the manu-
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script, but he preferred to leave it in his desk drawer. Shortly
afterwards, Griffiths happened to meet an old friend and fellow
undergraduate, Susan Dagnell, who had taken a position at a small,
but distinguished London publishing house, George Allen &
Unwin. She mentioned that her former professor had a wonderful
children’s story in manuscript that would make a smashing book —if
only he could be persuaded to part with it. Thought Griffiths: “Susan
had a delightful voice, and if anyone could get it out of him, it was
her.” Apparently, Susan Dagnell succeeded in cajoling, for in au-
tumn, 1936, he first allowed The Hobbit to be considered for publica-
tion.

Susan Dagnell gave the manuscript to Sir Stanley Unwin, chair-
man of George Allen & Unwin. Sir Stanley, judging himself incom-
petent to evaluate children’s books, turned it over to his 10 year-old
son Raynor. Young Unwin had an arrangement with his father in
which he was paid anywhere between one shilling and a half-crown
for reading and reporting on each children’s book given him for
consideration. Of The Hobbit, Raynor Unwin wrote to his father on
October 30, 1936:

Bilbo Baggins was a hobbit who lived in his hobbit-hole and never
went for adventures, at last Gandalf the wizard and his dwarves
persuaded him to go. He had a very exciting time fighting
goblins and wargs. At last they got to the lonely mountain;
Smaug, the dragon who guards it is killed and after a terrific
battle with the goblins he returned home — rich!

Tl!is book, with the help of maps, does not need any illustrations.
It 1(;; good and should appeal to all children between the ages of 5
and 9.

Raynor Unwin

Said Raynor Unwin, many years later; “Some publishers get their
lucky break at a very tender age. At the age of 10 I was handed the
manuscript of a children’s book called T'he Hobbit, and promised the
fee of one shilling for my report on it. My father, Sir Stanley Unwin,
reckoned children the best judges of juvenile books, and I think he
was right.

“I earned that shilling. I wouldn’t say my report was the best
critique of The Hobbit that has been written, but it was good enough
to ensure that it was published.”

Despite Raynor Unwin’s advice that the map that Tolkien had
drawn up to go with the manuscript made illustrations unnecessary,
Tolkien wanted the book illustrated with his own drawings (he was
an inveterate doodler and enjoyed painting water colors). The map,
however, was absolutely vital to the story, and it is likely that, as with
The Lord of the Rings, it had been drawn up long before the story was
written. Tolkien once advised that in an adventure story it is essen-
tial that the author draw a map first; otherwise, he is likely to
encounter great discrepancies.
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The Hobbit was published in autumn, 1937, and, for the most part,
received excellent reviews. The Times’s review read:

All who love that kind of children’s book which can be read and
re-read by adults should note that a new star has appeared in this
constellation. If you like the adventures of Ratty and Mole you
will like The Hobbit by J.R.R. Tolkien (Allen & Unwin 7s7d
[about $1.90]). If, in those adventures, you prized the solidarity
of the social and geographical context in which your small
friends moved, you will like The Hobbit even better . . ..

The truth is that in this book a number of good things, never
before united, have come together: a fund of humor, an under-
standing of children, and a happy fusion of the scholar’s with the
poet’s grasp of mythology. On the edge of a valley one of Profes-
sor Tolkien’s characters can pause and say: “It smells like elves.”
It may be years before we produce another author with such a
nose for an elf. The professor has an air of inventing nothing. He
has studied trolls and dragons at first hand and describes them
with the fidelity which is worth oceans of glib “originality.” The
maps (with runes) are excellent, and will be found thoroughly
reliable by young travelers in the same region.

The London Observer’s reviewer spoke of “Professor Tolkien’s finely
written saga of dwarves (sic) and elves, fearsome goblins and trolls,
in a spacious country of far-off and long ago . . . a full length tale of
traditional magic beings. . . an exciting epic of travel, magical adven-
tures . . . working up to a devastating climax.” And The New States-
man & Nation concluded that “his wholly original story of adventure
among goblins, elves and dragons . . . gives . . . the impression of a
well-informed glimpse into the life of a wide other-world; a world
wholly real, and with a quite matter-of-fact, supernatural natural
history of its own.” W.H. Auden (who was a friend, colleague, and
former student of Tolkien’s) called it “the best children’s story
written in the last fifty years,” and when The Hobbit was published in
America by Houghton Mifflin the following year, it won the pre-
stigious New York Herald Tribune prize as the best children’s book
of 1938. After World War II, The Hobbit was placed on many
approved reading lists in elementary schools, and was (and still is) a
highly recommended children’s classic in thousands of libraries in
both England and America.

Curiously enough, despite the reviews, the book did not sell well
initially. It barely went through one edition; a second edition was
destroyed early in the London Blitz. Tolkien did not realize any
significant financial rewards from his book until much later, but he
lived to see the day when well over a million copies of The Hobbit
would be sold in the United States alone. But then, Tolkien once
admitted that “I never expected a money success.”

By 1937, J.R.R. Tolkien had just begun to emerge from a long
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period of self-imposed hibernation. He had sought, obtained, and
accepted fame and recognition as a scholar and writer, something
that he had steadfastly refused to do in earlier years. Professor Roger
Sale notes Tolkien’s position prior to 1936: “As a lecturer, Tolkien’s
great virtue was as an enunciator of Beowlf; as a tutor his strength lay
in giving his students ideas he never claimed title to himself; as a
scholar his only serious work before 1936 is as editor of Sir Gawain
and the Green Knight. He seems, thus, to have been devising ways of
living such that he could carry on his relations with the outside world
at one remove. What he was, or knew, or cared for, could not be
discerned directly, and no one except friends and close admirers
need have had any sense of him other than as the figure he obviously
offered, of a diffident and learned professor.” But 1936 appears to
have been a turning point in his life, marked by the Beowxlf lecture
and by having his first full-length fairy-story accepted for publica-
tion. It is probably not a coincidence that the hobbit Bilbo happened
to have been just about the same age as his creator, Professor
Tolkien, when he embarked on his great adventure with Gandalf and
the dwarfs. Perhaps it might even be said that they were traveling in
roughly the same direction.
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THE MYTHMAKER 1937-1953

In Surpised By Joy, his autobiography, C.S. Lewis wrote, “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 (exp-
licitly) never to trust a philologist. Tolkien was both.” Happily,
Lewis proved indifferent to his religious prejudices and the English
School rivalries, for the two became fast friends. They had a symbio-
tic relationship in which Tolkien offered criticism and Lewis encour-
agement. Lewis acknowledged his debt by dedicating his best-
known book, The Screwtape Letters, to Tolkien; Tolkien reciprocated
in part when he dedicated the original edition of The Lord of the Rings
to his friends, the Inklings, of whom Lewis was the most prominent
member.

The Inklings, which existed between the mid-1930’s and 1962,
were a highly informal group of Oxford writers and poets who met
regularly in college rooms and local pubs to read their works-in
progress to each other. According to Lewis, they discussed every-
thing “from beer to Beowulf, to torture, Tertullian, bores, the con-
tractual theory of medieval kingship, and odd place-names.” The
group included several influential thinkers, but unlike, say, the
Bloomsbury crowd of an earlier decade, they were avowedly Chris-
tian, conservative, and romantic (in that order). They were shame-
lessly self-indulgent, un-serious individuals who enjoyed sharing
their love of literature, borrowing ideas from one another, and
reading excerpts from manuscripts that later came to be counted as
among the more memorable books written in England during that
time. .

Neither Tolkien nor Lewis was responsible for creating the Ink-
lings (though it is possible that Lewis gave the club its name). Nor did
it grow out of the earlier Icelandic club, the Coalbiters, or the
University College Martlets Society. According to Tolkien, the
Inklings were first suggested as a sort of literary joke by an under-
graduate at University College named Tangye-Lean. Of Tangye-
Lean, Tolkien said, “He was, I think, more aware than most under-
graduates of the impermanence of their clubs and fashions, and had
an ambition to found a club that would prove more lasting. Anyway,
he asked some ‘dons’ to become members. C.S.L [Lewis] was an
obvious choice, and he was probably at that time Tangye-Lean’s
tutor . . . . The club met in T.-L.’s rooms in University College; its
procedure was that at each meeting members should read aloud
unpublished compositions. These were supposed to be open to
immediate criticism. Also, if the club thought fit a contribution
might be voted to be worthy of entry in a Record Book. (I was scribe
and keeper of the book.)

“Tangye-Lean proved quite right. The club soon died: The Record
Book had very few entries: but C.S.L. and I at least survived. Its
name was then transferred (by C.S.L.) to the undetermined and
unelected circle of friends who gathered around C.S.L., and met in
his rooms in Magdalen. Although our habit was to read aloud com-
positions of various kinds (and lengths!), this association and its habit
would in fact have come into being at that time [around 1933 or
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1934)], whether the original short-lived club had ever existed or
not.

Strictly speaking, the Inklings did not constitute a traditional

Oxford society or club. It had no officers or rules, no elections or
agendas. Members were not nominated or formally inducted. They
became Inklings only with the tacit approval of the others, who
permitted them to find their way back to the meetings as often as
they wished. There were no dues, budgets, or prizes, and though no
formal regulations against female members existed, no woman ever
became an Inkling.* True to its tradition as an Oxford non-club, the
Inklings did not have any set hour of meeting and in earlier years
would meet on Fridays almost as often as Thursdays. Nor did they
have any formally designated meeting-place; the favorite spots were
Lewis’s spacious rooms at Magdalen, the Eagle and Child (known
affectionately as the Bird and Baby), the Burning Babe, and the
Lamb and Flag. Those pubs had private back rooms behind the
saloon bars where members could meet and drink without interrup-
tion. On such occasions, the publicans would set rooms aside for
their use; gradually, it became a matter of pride to them that the
Inklings graced their establishments with their presence. Generally,
the Inklings met around 8:00 and broke up around 10:30, but this
was about as close to a set routine as they had.
The opening ritual centered around Lewis, who was the foun-
tainhead of the Inklings, and it scarcely varied a single word for many
years. According to Lewis’s brother, W.H., “When half adozen or so
had arrived, tea would be produced, and then when pipes were alight
Jack [C.S. Lewis] would say, ‘Well, has nobody got anything to read
us?””

Lewis and Tolkien (and later, Charles Williams) are the best-
known of the Inklings, and but for their prestige and wide readet-
ship, it is doubtful whether the famous non-club would have ever
become so well-known outside Oxford. This is not to say that the
others were not distinguished in their own right, for most of them
were, or later became, published authors. Over the years, some
members came and went, a few died, but the nucleus remained.
Nevill Coghill was one of the original members. He was a distin-
guished Chaucer scholar who later succeded Tolkien as Merton
Professor of English Language and Literature. Hugo (H.V.D.)
Dyson was a 17th century scholar who left Oxford (shortly after
Tolkien returned there) to become a professor at the University of
Reading. But he loved Oxford so much that he retained a summer
position at the Oxford English School that kept him in contact with
his friends and colleagues, and later returned to Oxford full-time to
become a Merton fellow. He had been severely wounded in the leg

* As faf asthisauthor has been able to Apparently she sat in on a few
ascertain, there was only one woman meetings during World War II when
who ever attended any of the Inkling she was visiting Oxford, and then

meetings. That was the novelist only on nights when Tolkien was
Dorothy Sayers, creator of the Lord absent. According to Lewis, it is
Peter Wimsey detective stories. doubtful whether the two ever met.
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during World War I, and walked with a cane. Dyson, Lewis said, “was
amost fastidious bookman. . . but as far away from being a dilettante
as anyone can be; a burly man, both in mind and body, with a stamp
of waron him . . . . He is a Christian and a lover of cats.” Dyson later
became well-known throughout England through his BBC lectures
on Shakespeare; oddly enough, he is best-remembered as an actor,
having played the university professor in the Julie Christie movie,
Darling.

Lewis invited his close friend Owen Barfield to become an Ink-
ling. Barfield attended infrequently because he lived and worked in
London; he came up to Oxford only at the beginning of each term to
dine with Lewis in Hall, spend the weekend in town, and attend a
meeting of the Inklings on Thursday evening. On one occasion
Barfield began to read a short play that he had written about Medea,
but abandoned his reading in considerable embarrassment when
Tolkien interrupted him to say that everyone else in the room —
Tolkien included — had tried to write a play about Medea at one
time or another. Another time, Barfield made the mistake of pre-
suming to bring a friend along — unannounced — a serious fa#x pas
that almost broke up the group when some members approved and
others disapproved of the new candidate. The man was never invited
back. Barfield, however, learned his lesson, and when he later
“sponsored” his friend John Wain, an Oxford don and poet, for
membership, he won the group’s interest and approval by first
reading some of Wain’s poetry to them.

Another member was Gervase Mathew, one of Tolkien’s child-
hood acquaintences, and later a close friend and fellow academic at
Oxford. Mathew, who was a Roman Catholic priest, was also a fellow
of Balliol College. He had a tendency to become involved in helping
others — so much so that he was nicknamed “everybody’s aunt” by
the Inklings. He later lived up to that reputation by helping to
persuade Tolkien to publish The Lord of the Rings after Tolkien
himself feared that it was unpublishable. Another Catholic was
Tolkien’s physician, Dr. Humphrey Havard. The Tolkiens were
close friends of the Havards, and Tolkien even consented to become
godfather to Havard’s son, David. Lewis’s brother, Major W.H.
Lewis, remained an Inkling for many years, and although he had not
been able to attend many of the meetings, C.S. Lewis kept him
informed and up-to-date by letter of the proceedings. W.H. Lewis,
although having a military background and being a graduate of
Sandhurst, was also an 18th century French scholar and an author
himself. Other regular Inklings included Roy Campbell, Charles
(C.}%.) Wrenn of Pembroke College, and later, Tolkien’s son Christ-
opher.

And then there was Charles Williams. Williams was unlike the
other Inklings in that he came from a lower middle-class back-
ground, and not only had not attended an Oxford college, but never
earned a degree. He was of Welsh ancestry, six years older than
Tolkien, the son of a poor, unsuccessful London poet and translator.
He never went to a public school, and the extent of his education was
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several semesters at the University of London (until he ran out of
money and started taking night courses at the Workingman’s Col-
lege). Nevertheless, he managed to work his way up from assistant
clerk in a small publishing house to become the head of Oxford
University Press. Williams was creative and talented, and wrote
prodigiously in his spare time: novels, poetry, biography, theology,
literary criticism, and essays, in addition to editing books and writing
introductions for the books of other writers. Though a devout
Christian (Church of England), he also expressed a deep interest
(and involvement) in mysticism, the occult, and even witchcraft.
Williams’s personality was multi-faceted: a realist with the soul of a
poet and the heart of a believer. T.S. Eliot described Williams as “a
man who was always able to live in the material and spiritual world at
once, 2 man to whom the worlds were equally real because they are
one world. So while his novels are constantly flashing with religious
insight, his religious books communicate a good deal of the excite-
ment of a sensational novel.” This is remarkably similar to Geoffrey
Parson’s perception: “Williams lived and breathed in a world that
knew no sharp dividing line between natural events and spiritual
events.

Williams was, according to Eliot, ““a plain, spectacled man of rather
frail physique, who made no attempt to impress anybody.” Lewis was
more generous in his description. “He is an ugly man with a rather
Cockney voice. But no one ever thinks of this for 5 minutes after he
has begun speaking. His face becomes angelic. But in public and in
private he is of nearly all the men I have met, the one whose address
most overflows with Jove.” Lewis first met Williams through Nevill
Coghill, who had probably known Williams through his position at
the press. Coghill was sufficiently impressed to read at least one of
William’s novels (he wrote more than 38 books) — The Place of the
Lion — which he gave Lewis to read. The book also impressed Lewis,
who then dispatched a letter to Williams inviting him to dinner. At
that time, the Oxford University Press was based in London rather
than Oxford (although it moved back to Oxford once the German
Blitz began), and Williams was therefore not a resident of the town.
The two met; Lewis’s first reaction was negative — Williams’s Cock-
ney accent was quite removed from the lilt of Oxbridge scholars —
but this was quickly forgotten and the two became fast friends. Years
later, when Williams moved with the press to Oxford and gave
lectures at the University, he was said to have rivalled Lewis himself
in eloquence and audience appeal.

Lewis invited Charles Williams to a Thursday night meeting of the
Inklings to read part of an unfinished sequence of poems titled
Taliessin Through Logres, which was later published in 1938* By

* According to Randel Helms, in his similarity in that both Williams and
book Tolkien's World, Tolkien gently Tolkien rthymed words in the middle

parodied the rhyming style of of the line, and since Tolkien often
Taliessin Through Logres in Bilbo’s parodied other works in his trilogy, it
poem “Errantry” in The Lord of the is quite likely that he did so with
Rings (also in The Adventures of Tom Williams’s poem.

Bombadil). There is, in fact, a marked
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unanimous acclaim, he was made welcome and invited to join the
Inklings as a regular member. Every one of the Inklings happened to
be avowedly Christian, but Tolkien, Lewis, and Williams stood out
as torch-bearers of their faiths. Still, religion was rarely discussed at
the Inklings’ meetings.

Tolkien’s treatment and incorporation of religious themes into
The Lord of the Rings, however, is nothing less than extraordinary.
Middle-earth is a pre-Christian world without Original Sin, and
therefore without a need for a Christ. There are no gods, saints, or
ritual. And yet, the “benevolent” races (hobbits, humans, wizards,
ents, fairies, dwarfs, and even Tom Bombadil) are motivated and
guided by a system of ethics that is Christian in everything but name.
It is this writer’s opinion that Tolkien recreated the world as God
had first created it, and since Middle-earth was part of God’s hand-
iwork, it was ruled by natural order.* Natural order implies Chris-
tian order, with or without a Christ. In other words, any world
created by God would naturally reflect its Creator, and therefore its
delineation and definition of good and evil would be absolute,
unchangable, and inviolate, since God never changes. Tolkien per-
ceived a theological cosmology where natural order meant Christian
order, and he peopled that world with races who recognized and
respected a universal ethical system. This syllogistic substitute of
natural order for Christianity is borne out by Tolkien’s extensive use
of Christian elements in The Lord of the Rings, not in an allegorical
manner, but more as familiar points of reference that would mark
Middle-earth as God’s world for any Christian traveling through it.

Tolkien told his friend Professor Mroczkowski — a fellow
Catholic — that the waybread, or lembas, that the elves gave to the
hobbits to eat on their journey was really the Eucharist. Mrocz-
kowski speculated that if the waybread was the Eucharist, then Lady
Galadriel must represent the Virgin Mary. Tolkien declined to
confirm Mroczkowski’s conclusion, but neither did he deny it. Nor
did he vigorously deny that Frodo cox/d be interpreted by some
readers as Christ; this curious language of disaffirmation could lead
one to conclude that there are Christ-like attributes and parallels
about Frodo. The name God is not used in T'he Lord of the Rings, but
Tolkien made it quite clear in later interviews that “the one,” or Eru,
was really God, and that the Valar were angels. As to the identity of
Gandalf the Grey, Tolkien privately admitted to critic Edmond
Fuller in 1962 that “Gandalf is an angel.”

There are inherent theological problems in accepting Middle-
earth as a Christian world without Christ, but Tolkien apparently
realized them. A perfect world would be one without evil — which
obviously exists in Middle-earth — and this would therefore imply
both a Fall and the need for Redemption. Tolkien gives no specific

* Tolkien once said that “hobbits natural religion.”

have what you might call universal = He also revealed that “the book is
morals. I should say that they are about the world that God created —
examples of natural philosophy and  the actual world of this planet.”
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details of the Fall in his mythology, but he does emphasize that
although no creatures in Middle-earth were created evil, they made
themselves evil through ambition. This, of course, parallels the
defection of the Devil from Heaven. Without a spiritual being in
Tolkien’s mythology who closely conforms to the Biblical archetype
of the Devil (Sauron was a flesh-and-blood creature), without a devil
to deceive and lead the faithful astray, there is no necessity for
Redemption in the Christian sense of the word.

Middle-earth is a dynamic world; at least it does not remain static.
The Third Age passes on to the Fourth Age, and Gandalf perceives
that although Sauron’s power has been forever broken, evil has not
been permanently exorcised from the world; it was only a matter of
time before it rose again in one form or another. Thus, the Hegelian
triad of history would continue ad infinitum. Tolkien could not
allow so existential a phenomenon to go on forever and therefore
deny God’s mercy, so he introduced into his cosmology the concept
of “eucastastrophe.” Eucatastrophe is a word that Tolkien made up
(it means that good will overturn evil, according to Tolkien’s use of
the Greek e — good, and katastrophe — to overturn), and in
context, it means “the Fall with a good ending.” Eucastastrophe is
implicit in The Lord of the Rings; the destruction of the one ring of
power prefigures the ultimate end of evil, and the “Scouring of the
Shire” parallels both Jesus’s cleansing of the Temple and the War in
Heaven in Revelation. Although Tolkien does not specifically hint
how or when eucatastrophe would take place in Middle-earth, this
author believes that everything in Tolkien’s own life and religious
beliefs indicates that such would ultimately happen in any world
created by God. And Tolkien, as the mere “sub-creator”* of
Middle-earth, was naturally bound by the established theological
parameters of the Original Creator.

It may be argued that this kind of critical analysis is precisely what
Tolkien objected to, since it searches for “meaning” in awork that he
adamantly claimed contained none. On the other hand, Tolkien
admitted that “an author cannot of course remain wholly unaffected
by his experience,” and that must be construed to mean religious
experience as well. Mythology is built on established cultural or
historical points of reterence, and reflects both the ethics of the
storyteller or mythmaker and the values of society. It would there-
fore be both difticult and dishonest for Tolkien 7ot to reflect his own
serious involvement with Christianity in his mythology in one form
or another. An example can be found in one of Tolkien’s lesser-
known works, the long narrative poem, The Lay of Aotrou, first
published in the Welsh Review, December, 1945. The poem is about
aknight who visits a witch in order to receive a forbidden potion that
will help his barren wife bear children. The temptation proves too
much, and the knight’s desire proves greater than his resistance. The
interplay of good and evil, in the Christian sense of those words, is
central to the poem. After all is lost, Tolkien introduces a very
moving prayer as an act of contrition:
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God help us all in hope and prayer
from evil rede and from despair,
by waters blest of Christendom

to dwell, until at last we come

to joy of Heaven where is queen
the maiden Mary pure and clean.

Even within the all-Christian Inklings, Tolkien, Lewis, and Wil-
liams came to be recognized as intense advocates of Christian morals
and theology — so much that they eventually became known as the
“Oxford Christians.” The three were “unabashedly” romantic in an
age of realism (to use a phrase coined by Marjorie Wright of the
University of Illinois), and primarily concerned about metaphysics,
theology, and the ultimate structure of the universe. According to
Dr. Clyde Kilby of Wheaton College,* Tolkien, Lewis, and Williams
had found a system of cosmic order and “created a myth to contain
it."fAnd that system was Christian in outlook, though not necessarily
in form.

Both Lewis and Williams acted as lay spokesmen for their faith and
the Anglican church. In contrast, Tolkien never publicly defended
his faith or took to lecturing about theology, as did Lewis and
Williams; nor did he write religious books or essays as such.

The Inklings existed for a quarter-century; during that time Lewis
and Tolkien remained prominent members (Charles Williams died
in May, 1945). Lewis freely acknowledged the positive influence
they had on him, both as a writer and a Christian. In dedicating The
Problem of Pain to the Inklings, to whom he had read the work aloud
before publication, he said, “What I owe to them is incalcuable. . . .
Is there any pleasure on earth as great as the circle of Christian
friends by a good fire?” Lewis even “borrowed” from Tolkien’s
writings 2in his S7lent Planet trilogy; in one instance, he writes about
Numinor, “a misspelling of Numenor which. . . is a fragmentfroma
vast private mythology invented by Professor J.R.R. Tolkien.”3

On the other hand, although Tolkien received encouragement, he
was influenced by neither Lewis nor the other Inklings. He was
outwardly oblivious to specific criticism of any kind, and did not
easily admit to mistakes or passages of bad writing. When Charles
Moorman approached Lewis hoping to gather information for a
book about how the Inklings had influenced each other, Lewis

* Kilby knew Tolkien and assisted to prepare The Silmarillion for
him in the summer of 1966 in trying  publication.

2 According to Tolkien, C.S. Lewis and Namenor in incomplete
had read some of his earlier writings;  manuscript form.
this probably includes The Silmarillion

3 Numenor, or Dunedain, was the Atlantis-like deluge. Although
powerful kingdom that arose during  Numenor plays no direct part in The
the Second Age of Middle-earth,and  Lord of the Rings, it is undoubtedly
was, ultimately destroyed in an central to The Silmarillion.
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replied, “No one ever influenced Tolkien — you might as well try to
influence a bandersnatch.” Furthermore, “he has two reactions to
criticism; either he begins the whole thing over again from the
beginning or else he takes no notice at all.” Tolkien partially agreed
with his friend’s assessment. “He [Lewis] used to insist on my
reading passages aloud as I finished them, and then he made sugges-
tions. He was furious when I didn’t accept them. Once he said ‘It's no
use trying to influence you. You're #ninfluenceable!’ But that wasn't
quite true. Whenever he said “You can do better than that. Better,
Tolkien, please,” I used to try.”

A sterling example of how Tolkien was oblivious to criticism and
correction can be found in his most glaring mistake throughout both
T he Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings: the use of the word dwarves in
place of dwarfs. Most devout Tolkien fans are convinced that
Tolkien’s mistake was both intentional and desirable, and that the
common usage rather than Tolkien’s variation should be corrected
and changed. Tolkien himself took this attitude some years ago
when the first paperback edition of The Hobbit was scheduled to be
issued in England. The publisher noted Tolkien’s use of dwarves for
dwarfs, and indicated that he would like to change it for the paper-
back edition. To reinforce his request, he cited the Oxford English
Dictionary’s declension of the word. In response, Tolkien used all his
academic authority to insist that dwarves was precise; “After all, I
wrote the Oxford English Dictionary!” Years later, Tolkien reluctantly
admitted that “of course, dwarves is originally a mistake in grammar,
and I tried to cover it up; but it’s purely the fact that I have a tendency
to increase the number of these vestigial approvals — that is, a
change of consonant — like leaf/leaves. I tend to make more of them
than are now standard. I thought that it was dwarf/dwarves,
wharf/wharves. Why not?” But he said this only in retrospect.
“There are mistakes. Also, although it amuses me to say, because I
suppose that I am in a position in which it doesn’t matter what people
say of me now, some vital mistakes in grammar, from a professor of
English Language. It’s rather shocking, isn’t it? There’s one in which
I use bestrode as the past participle of bestride.”*

Although oblivious to others’ criticism, Tolkien was an excellent
critic of his fellow Inklings’ works. Tolkien often enlivened the
proceedings by persuading everyone to sing the choruses of his
do;,;gerel songs, several of which ultimately found their way into The
Lord of the Rings. Tolkien and Lewis together provided many eve-
nings of fine-spirited dialogue concerning a favorite literary con-
troversy between the two: allegory.

Lewis believed in allegory — especially Christian allegory — and

* In a 1968 BBC television something in Elvish, which he did. He
documentary, Tolkien said that “a suddenly stopped in mid-sentence,
new language is likeanew wine. Ican  paused for long seconds, and said in
write in Elvish, but I think that my an embarassed, almost inaudible

writing is very inferior to the elves.”  voice, “Oh God. .. I made a mistake,
At that point, interviewer Leslie didn’t 1?” Then he proceeded to
Megahey asked Tolkien to say pronounce the correct Elvish.
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his novels are in large part allegorical (even his Narn:ia stories for
children). Diametrically opposed to Lewis’s appreciation and use of
allegory was Tolkien, who said that “I dislike allegory whenever 1
smell it!” And in the Ballantine edition of The Lord of the Rings, he
wrote in the introduction that “I cordially dislike allegory in all its
manifestations, and always have done so since I grew old and wary
enough to detect its presence. I much prefer history, true or feigned,
with its varied applicability to the thought and experience of readers.
I think that many confuse applicability with allegory; but the one
resides in the freedom of the reader, and the other in the purported
domination of the author.” He reinforced his statement that the
trilogy was not allegorical when he told an interviewer that “it has no
allegorical intentions, general, particular or topical, moral, religious
or Folitical." And when asked if the “Scouring of the Shire” did not
in fact refer to post-war Britain, he replied with some exasperation
that “it does not. It is an essential part of the plot . . . without, I need
say, any allegorical significance or contemporary reference what-
soever.

The two argued about the merits and pitfalls of using allegory at
the Inklings’ meetings, and also when they met in private. For many
years, Tolkien and Lewis met every Tuesday for lunch at the Eagle
and Child pub on St. Giles. Their lunchtime get-togethers became so
well known that a detective novel written in that period has a
character saying, “It must be Tuesday — there’s Lewis going into the
Bird.” They also saw each other in Lewis’s rooms every Monday
morning, “a regular custom that Tolkien should drop in on me . . .
and drink a glass. This is one of the pleasantest spots in the week.
Sometimes we talk English School politics; sometimes we criticize
one another’s poems; other days we drift into theology or ‘the state
of the nation’; rarely we fly no higher than bawdy or puns.” With
Lewis, Tolkien felt free to discuss his orthodox — and therefore
unfashionable — views on religion, his disdain for both fascism and
socialism, and the problems and success that he had in strengthening
the English Faculty at Oxford.

Some time in 1937 Tolkien and Lewis met together alone “be-
cause the usual Thursday party did not meet,” recalled Lewis. “So I
went up to Tolkien’s [on Northmoor Road]. We had a very pleasant
evening drinking gin and lime-juice and reading our recent chapters
to each other — his from the new Hobb:t and mine from The Problem
of Pain.” This recollection was the earliest written record of Tolkien
having begun The Lord of the Rings. It was known to the Inklings for
at least nine years afterwards as the “new Hobbit” book, which leads
to the critical speculation that the final title had not been selected, or
at least applied, until sometime in the mid-1940’s. Tolkien read
excerpts from The Lord of the Rings to the Inklings for many years (at
least from 1937 on, and possibly as early as autumn 19306, to as late as
1948), and though the Inklings probably had little to do with the
final shape of the story, it appears unlikely that Tolkien would have
persisted in the writing for 14 years unless he had their attention and
encouragement.
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It is not possible to talk about the conception and development of
The Lord of the Rings without first discussing Tolkien’s most famous
lecture, “On Fairy-Stories,” first presented in 1938 at the University
of St. Andrew in Scotland. On that occasion, Tolkien expressed his
most serious and far-reaching thoughts regarding both fantasy and
mythology. Not only did he establish the origin of — as well as the
need and the desire for fantasy literature — he also gave specific
information about the technique for crearing and constructing suc-
cessful mythology — knowledge that he directly applied to his own
great novel. To Tolkien, the modern need for fantasy is directly
related to the increasingly oppressive and intolerable conditions in
this, the real world. Because our real world is a place punctuated
with wars, poverty, and disease, and because we would rather live in
a time and place when life was simpler and safer, we turn to fantasy.
Tolkien compared this longing for “far away and a long time ago” to
what a prisoner feels when he finds that jail is too boring and
confining, and attempts to escape. Such an escape makes more sense
than staying in prison; similarly, escape through fantasy literature is
not a childish whim for evading daily responsibilities in the real
world, but a desire for finding a better world than the one we live in.
When the present is unacceptable and the future frightening, people
naturally turn to the past, or to other places — real or imagined — for
comfort and inspiration. In fantasy — the world of Faerie — dragons,
wizards, and enchanted forests often are more appealing, and far less
evil, than our own world with its bombs and machineguns.

In contrast, the world of Faerie is where good and evil are well
defined (and the latter, therefore, is avoidable), where the rules of
behavior are known instinctively, and where virtue rather than vice
is rewarded in the end. Danger may be ever-present, but it can
always be repulsed — albeit, with difficulty — by a pure heart and a
stout sword.

After establishing the need for and the appeal of fantasy in our
society, Tolkien proceeded to analyze in detail just how successful
fantasy allows the reader to voluntarily suspend dispelief (to parap-
hrase Coleridge’s formula) and thereby accept fantasy as something
“real.” Tolkien appreciated* that an important rule in the creation of
fantasy is that a writer should use those things in the real (or primary)
world with which he is most familiar. In fact, fantasy is made from
components of the real world, and must therefore be consistent with

* Tolkien himself applied the rules of
Faérie to The Lord of the Rings in that
Middle-earth was quite close to our
own world in many respects. As Paul
Kocher observes in his book Master of
MiddleEarth: “Middle-earth isa place
of many marvels. But they are
carefully fitted into a framework of
climate and geography, familiar skies
by night, familiar shrubs and trees,
beasts and birds on earth by day, men

and manlike creatures with societies
not too different from our own.
Consequently the reader walks
through any Middle-earth landscape
with a security of recognition that
woos him on to believe in everything
that happens. Familiar but not too
familiar, strange but not too strange.
This is the master rubric that Tolkien
bears always in mind when inventing
the world of epic.”
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itself, and in agreement with natural law (and by deduction, God’s
world). Such a world or universe cannot make a mockery of our
senses and sensibilities, and though it may introduce such obviously
impossible ideas as one-eyed giants or invisible elves, there must be
logic and consistency even in the absurd.

When a fantasy world is consistent with the real world — with
variations and differences, of course — the storyteller or mythmaker
is less a creator than asxb-creator. He discovers rather than 7nvents a
never-never land that is at once similar to and unlike our own.
Tolkien developed the concept of the sub-creator to encompass one
who professes to recount old tales or neglected histories — such as a
professor discovering and translating the Red Book of Westmarch.
Therefore, a sub-creator is not so much an inventive writer as the
professed discoverer of other worlds, not unlike our own, which are
credible and can be reified by imagination.

Later, in The Lord of the Rings, Tolkien placed himself in the role of
sub-creator (as he had in The Hobbit), and the world of Middle-earth
is consistent enough with our own world to make it believable. True,
it is an impossible world in which dragons talk, wizards perform
magic, evil creatures lose their flesh-and-blood forms, and magic
rings of power both rule and corrupt. But even seemingly impossible
events are made consistent with the natural laws of Middle-earth,
laws that usually became manifest through the limitations of applica-
tion (such as Gandalf being unable to fly, or to see the future in
detail). Tolkien's successful role of the sub-creator of Middle-earth
was probably one of the prime reasons his book was beloved and
widely read.*

T he years between 1936 and 1939 were happy and creative ones for
Tolkien. He had reached the top of his profession, and enjoyed an
international reputation as a philologist; moreover, he could take
great satisfaction in seeing the innovations he had introduced in the
English School bear fruit. His health was excellent (although the
Apollo image of his youth had sagged somewhat in middle age), his
marriage strong, and his children showed signs of talent and intellig-
ence. Tolkien, as an “Old Edwardian,” had sent his three boys to the
King Edward VI School in Birmingham, a heavy drain on his already
overtaxed salary, but a move that successfully prepared the boys for
Oxford. Eldest son John went up to Exeter College — Tolkien’s a/ma
mater — in 1938 to read English; Michael matriculated into Trinity
College the following year to read modern history; and Christopher

* C.S. Lewis once wrote to a friend
that“Tolkien’s book is not an allegory
— a form he dislikes. You'll get
nearest to his mind by studying his
essay on Fairy Tales. . . His root idea
of narrative art is ‘sub-creation’ — the
making of a secondary world. What
you would call ‘a pleasant story for

children’ would be to him more serious

than an allegory . . .. My view would
be that a good myth . .. is a higher
thing than allegory . ... Into an

allegory a man can put only what he
already knows; in a myth he puts
what he does not know and could not
come by in any other way.”
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briefly went up to Trinity College in 1942 in order to obtain a
commission in the Royal Air Force.

Besides giving the Andrew Lang Lecture and publishing The
Hobbit, Tolkien also found time to write a delightful fairy-story
called Leaf by Nzggle. The inspiration came from a neighbor’s tree,
which Tolkien often admired from his bedroom window. One day,
Tolkien looked out the window and noticed with great horror that
the poplar tree had been “lopped off and mutilated by its owner, I
know not why. It is cut down now, a less barbarous punishment for
any crimes it may have been accused of, such as being large and alive.
I1do not think it had any friends, or any mourners, except myself and
a pair of owls.” Tolkien probably completed Leaf by Niggle just as
Germany invaded Poland in September, 1939, and at a time when
the first nine chapters of The Lord of the Rings had been written. The
subject, or moral, of the fairy-story probably reflects Tolkien’s
apprehension over the coming war, and the possible end of Western
civilization as he had known and valued it. In Leaf by Niggle, an
unsuccessful artist named Niggle becomes obsessed by one of his
paintings: a leaf that had become a tree. He drops all his other works
and tries to finish his tree, but falls ill. On his deathbed, his canvases
— including the tree — are taken away by an official to help patch
houses that had been damaged during aflood. The artist dies, and his
tree is used to repair a roof. Some time later, the village schoolmas-
ter rescues a single scrap from Niggle’s painting and hangs it in the
town museum. Few see it before the museum is burnt to the ground
and the fragment destroyed. On the other hand, Niggle, who lives
on in the after-world, is given time to finish his painting there before
moving on to the Ultimate.

Leaf by Niggle is arich and complex work presented with deceptive
simplicity; possibly, it reflects Tolkien’s deep concern over the
destruction of art and beauty that war would bring. Of Leaf by Niggle,
Paul Kocher writes: “Tolkien had fought through to a2 meaning for
his work. Unheeded except by a few it may be, perish in the end with
all man’s other artifacts it certainly will, but it is a glimpse of ultimate
reality, and there is a safe and continuing usefulness for it some-
where beyond ‘the walls of the world.””

During this period, Tolkien was appointed co-editor (along with
C.S. Lewis and D. Nichol Smith) of the Oxford English Monograph
series. They were responsible for selecting and issuing edited texts
of Nordic and Anglo-Saxon literature for publication by the Oxford
University Press. Years later, around 1950, Tolkien and Lewis de-
cided to collaborate on a book, but Tolkien procrastinated so much
and deferred the starting date so often that Lewis finally wrote to a
lady friend that the book was dated to appear on the Greek Calends
(in other words, never). The two, in fact, never did collaborate.

In 1936, shortly after George Allen & Unwin informed Tolkien of
their decision to publish The Hobbit, Tolkien began preparing a
sequel. His publisher encouraged him, possibly hoping for a Hobbit
series. Tolkien was enthusiastic. “I now wanted to try my hand at
writing a really, stupendously long narrative and see whether I had
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sufficient art, cunning or material to make a really long narrative that
would hold the average reader right through. One of the best forms
for a long narrative is the adage found in The Hobbit, though in a
much more elaborate form, of a pilgrimage and journey with an
object. So that was inevitably the form I adopted.” Tolkien looked
for some object or event that would provide continuity between The
Hobbit and the new work. The link he used was the magic ring that
Bilbo had found during the riddle-match with Gollum, and which
rendered the user invisible when slipped on his finger. Once de-
cided, Tolkien “felt it’s got to be the ring, not « magic ring.”"*

The ring was an attractive link because it would bind Bilbo (and
hobbits) together with Gandalf, but it also meant that Gollum had to
be included as well. “You couldn’t get Gollum out, could you? When
you think of Gollum’s relation to the ring, if the ring is going to be
important, then the Gollum business must be important.” Soon after
Tolkien composed the opening poem:

Three Rings for the Elven-kings under the sky,

Seven for the Dwarf-lords in their halls of stone,

Nine for Mortal Men doomed to die,

One for the Dark Lord on his dark throne

In the Land of Mordor where the Shadows lie.

One Ring to rule them all, One Ring to find them,

One Ring to bring them all and in the darkness
bind them

In the Land of Mordor where the Shadows lie.

The poem, incidentally, was composed while Tolkien was taking a
bath. “I still recall kicking the sponge out of the bath when I got to
the last line, and I knew it all and jumped out,” (to write it down,
presumably).

There is no ultimate answer as towhy Tolkien wanted to write T he
Lord of the Rings. Certainly, one reason must have been to exercise
his abilities as a story-teller and myth-maker, as he stated in public,
but not in the same manner, nor with the same motivation, he had

* After The Lord of the Rings was
published, Tolkien quietly revised
key sentences in later editions of The
Hobbit that dealt with Bilbo, Gollum,
and the ring. Tolkien did this to
tighten the continuity between the
two works by giving the ring a more
sinister and secret aura than it had
originally had, and to show that
Providence and pity had stayed
Bilbo’s hand in sparing Gollum, thus
insuring his future involvement with
the ring. Incidencally, one of the
major problems in Tolkien’s
rewriting and revising T he St/marillion
was precisely this question of

continuity, of making it more closely
conform to both The Hobbit and The
Lord of the Rings.

Paul Kocher believes that Tolkien
failed to link the two works together.
He writes, “Despite its surface
connections with The Lord of the Rings
the two works are so unlike
fundamentally as to be different in
kind . ... Each work has virtues. ..,
but they had better be read
independently of each other as
contrasting, if related, specimens of
the fantasy writer’s art.” [From Master
of Middle Earth.
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had for writing The Hobbit. The Hobbit had been composed as a -
bedtime tale for his young children, a private amusement that made
use of his imagination and scholarship. Only after repeated urgings
from his friends did he seek to have it published. But by the time
Tolkien had begun writing The Lord of the Rings, his sons had passed
beyond the stage of demanding nocturnal fairy-stories, and his
young daughter was just at an age when she could appreciate the
simplicity of The Hobbit. That the story was not written for children
is evident in that Tolkien chose to read it to the Inklings — grown,
mature, literate men. Nor did he simply tell a story he had worked
out in his head and wanted to put down on paper, since he admitted,
“It grew without control, except a major one that the ring had to be
destroyed, which came out quite early through Gandalf. Several
times I tried to write that last scene ahead of time, but it didn’t come
out, never worked.”

Two possible, related answers as to the why are that Tolkien
wanted a literary rour de force for his linguistic experiments (in
Elvish), and also wanted to construct, as sub-creator, an entire cos-
mology to encompass the mythology he had been working on for so
many years. Tolkien himself said that “the invention of languages is
the foundation. The stories were made rather to provide a world for
the language than the reverse. To me a name comes first and the
story follows. But, of course, such a work as T'he Lord of the Rings has
been edited and only as much language has been left in as I thought
would be stomached by readers. I now find that many would have
liked much more.” Tolkien confessed, as a matter of fact, that he had
thought of writing the entire trilogy in Elvish. On the other hand,
Tolkien also said that “the problem is to get across a whole mythol-
ogy which I've invented before you get down to the stories.” But if
one accepts the premise that language presupposes mythology
(Tolkien’s view), then perhaps it may be speculated that he wrote
The Lord of the Rings as his personal contribution to understanding
the link between language and mythology. This, coupled with his
own understanding of the dynamics of the sub-creator, could possi-
bly give him the key as to how and why truth becomes myth, and how
myth in turn becomes a point of reference for the real world. The
only way he could synthesize his theories on myth, language, and the
sub-creator was to write a credible myth of his own; if this is so, then
the only way to establish and make known the process was to allow
others to discover it for themselves in his work. This is a possible
explanation for his insistent denials that there was no meaning to be
found in The Lord of the Rings. Such would be true in a sense, since
the plot would have become irrelevant; it would be the form that was
significant for those perceptive enough to discern it. Moreover, if it
were not discerned, he would have failed in his task, but no one
would ever be the wiser.

As to the story itself, Tolkien said that he “wanted people simply
to get /nside this story and take it in a sense of actual history.” He
wanted his readers to voluntarily “suspend” their disbelief and ac-
cept his fantasy as part of the real world. According to Tolkien,
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moreover, the principle theme of his work is the inevitability of
death. “If you really come down to any really large story that in-
terests people and holds their attention for a considerable time, it is
practically always a human story, and it is practically [always] abour
one thing all the time: death. The inevitability of death. Simone de
Bouvier once said that there is no such thing as a ‘natural’ death.
Nothing that ever happens to man is ever natural. And his presence
calls the whole world into question. All men must die, but for every
man his death is an accident, and even if he knows it [to be] . . . an
unjustifiable violation. You may agree with those words or not, but
those are the keyspring of The Lord of the Rings.”

In constructing his lengthy saga, Tolkien freely borrowed from
both experience and scholarship. “Most people have made the mis-
take that Middle-earth is another kind of earth or planet, in science
fiction or this sort; but it’s simply an old-fashioned word for this
world we live in, as imagined and surrounded by the ocean . . .ata
different stage of imagination.” Tolkien never tried to establish an
historical time-frame, however. “It would be impossible, because it
was completely interfered with and trampled by the free invention
of history and incidents of one’s own story. It wouldn’t really work
out paleontologically or archeologically at all, actually. You can’t
relate the land masses as I've described them satisfactorily to the land
masses as we know now. Nor can you really have a mixed culture as
I've described, which includes tobacco, umbrellas, and things little
known to archeological history.” Middle-earth, however, “resem-
bles some of the history of Greece and Rome as against the perpetual
infiltration of people from the East.”

According to Lin Carter in A Look Bebhind The Lord of the Rings,
Tolkien drew inspiration for his work from The Elder Edda. “The
Elder Edda is the original source, the fountainhead, of Norse
mythology. Every Norse myth in modern literature, in every verse
and form, from L. Sprague de Camp ... all the way to Richard
Wagner’s Ring cycle of operas, springs from this one work.” Carter,
who was Ballantine’s fantasy editor when that publishing house first
issued Tolkien's books, points out 2 number of similarities between
Wagner and Tolkien:

* A dragon guarding a treasure

* A magic ring of power involving a curse

* A talisman of invisibility

* The slaying of a dragon through one
unprotected spot

* A broken sword made whole again

A quarrel between two beings over a ring

that ends with one slaying the other

* A creature that the ring maddens, perverts,
and ultimately leads to death

* A curse that brings corruption and death
to all who would possess it.
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Carter points to possible name-sources, such as the dwarf-names
from The Elder Edda; Mirkwood from King Heidrek the Wise; Orc
from both Paradise Lost and Beowxlf; Frodo (Frode) from the saga of
Hualfdan the Black (or Beowulf or Gesta Danorum).

There are certain similarities between Wagner and Tolkien, but
they appear to be coincidental. What Carter fails to consider is that
many of the components in The Elder Edda are found also in earlier,
unrelated mythologies, especially Homer. In any event, Tolkien
considered it quite unimportant that he borrowed from the things he
knew, and made no secret that he incorporated his love of rural
England and his knowledge of Norse mythology into The Lord of the
Rings.

A large number of personal experiences and private jokes found
their way into the trilogy: for example, Treebeard and the ents. Inan
interview Tolkien said, “I knew there was going to be some trouble
with tree-like creatures at one point or another” because they were
totally his own invention, like the hobbits, and seemed to violate
natural law by being able to think, move, and speak. But when he was
asked if the trees were symbolic of anything, he said no. “I don’t
work in symbols. Other people may find that they are symbolic. . . .
An emblem, yes, but what are the leopards of England symbolic of?”
The true explanation for the invention of ents, however, is that
Tolkien’s son Michael asked that they be put in the story. “From my
father I inherited an almost obsessive love of trees: as a small boy I
witnessed mass tree-felling for the convenience of the internal-
combustion engine. I regarded this as the wanton murder of living
beings for very shoddy ends. My father listened seriously to my
angry comments and when I asked him to make up a tale in which the
trees took a terrible revenge on the machine-lovers, he said, ‘I will
write you one.” ”* Another family contribution to the story was the
character of Tom Bombadil, who was originally a jointed wooden
doll that belonged to Priscilla. She demanded that Tom be written in
somewhere, and he was.

That hobbits have hairy feet and wear no shoes can be traced to
Tolkien’s American friend at Exeter College, Allen Barnett. Barnett
was from Kentucky and Tolkien loved to hear his stories about
country boys and their down-home names, contempt for shoes, and
insatiable urge to steal tobacco out of curing casks.

Tolkien used technical points of reference from our world and
applied them to Middle-earth. For example, the cycles of the moon
in The Lord of the Rings are from the 1942 calender. And when
Tolkien had his characters walk or travel over any great distances, he

* Paul Kocher notes Tolkien’s especially the ingenious devices used
disdain for machines: “Tolkien’s for killing large numbers of people at
usual vendetta against our machine once.’ [From The Hobbit]. ... Tolkien
age shows through his remarks about  was ecologist, lover of handicrafts,
goblins, that they love wheels and detester of war long before such

engines: ‘It is not unlikely that they attitudes became fashionable.” [From
invented some of the machines that Master of Middle Earth].
have since troubled the world,
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actually used a British Army ordnance survey manual to find out
precisely how far soldiers could move on forced marches.

It is possible that the lacy golden trees of Lothlérien came out of
Tolkien’s memories of South African desert scenes, just as the
hobbit-carrying eagles may have been appropriated from a painted
sign over the Eagle and Child pub in Oxford that Tolkien and the
Inklings frequented so often. The spiders of Mirkwood and
Shoebob came from Tolkien’s own youthful traumatic encounter
with a tarantula, and Eowyn was probably introduced in deference to
his teenage daughter Priscilla’s interest in romance and the fairer
sex.

Tolkien began writing The Lord of the Rings in 1936, about the
time The Hobbit was first submitted to its publisher. Parts of the
book, such as the “History of the Elvish Languages,” had undoubt-
edly been written earlier, and the mythology was a continuation of
the Numenor and The Silmarillion, written almost two decades be-
fore. Tolkien wanted to continue the hobbit story at first, but “the
story was drawn irresistibly towards the older world, and became an
account, as it were, of its end and passing away before its beginning
and middle [The Silmarillion] had Eeen told. The process had begun
in the writing of The Hobbit, in which there were already some
references to the older matter: Elrond, Gondolin, the High-elves,
and the orcs, as well as glimpses that had arisen unbidden of things
higher or deeper than its surface: Durin, Moria, Gandalf, the Nec-
romancer, the Ring.”

The newly begun manuscript was almost the mystery adventure to
Tolkien that it later became to his readers; he had no idea what was to
happen, save that the ring was to be destroyed in the end. He was
right when he said that “this tale grew in the telling.” At first, he
attempted to block out an outline, but “all the things I tried to write
ahead of time just to direct myself proved to be no good when I got
there. The story was written backwards as well as forward.” At the
beginning he drew a map of Middle-earth. “If you have a compli-
cated story, youmust work to a map; otherwise you can never make a
map afterwards.”

Tolkien began to read his new work to the Inklings around 1937,
and continued to do so for almost 11 more years until the first draft
was completed. Lewis occasionally mentioned the “new Hobbit” (as it
was then called) in his letters over the next decade. In 1939 he wrote
his brother that the Inklings had dined at the Eastgate Hotel one
night and heard a “roaring cataract of nonsense” that Hugo Dyson
had read, an original Christmas play by Charles Williams, excerpts
from Lewis’s own book, The Problem of Pain, and, of course, a chapter
from Tolkien’s “new Hobbit.” Of course really meant of course:
Tolkien read a chapter, or parts of a chapter, at virtually every
meeting that he attended. Some of the Inklings would even let out
groans whenever Tolkien would take portions of his work out of his
pockert, for its length made it difficult to appreciate the continuity of
genius over the span of years. In addition, unlike his fellow Inklings,
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Tolkien was outwardly oblivious to criticism. It was as if he were
giving a lecture or a professional reading instead of putting his work
on display for comment and criticism. It is therefore doubtful that
the Inklings had any significant effect on the style or content, al-
though their patience gave him moral support and encouragement to
complete the manuscript (he seriously considered abandoning the
work on at least two occasions). Tolkien later acknowledged his debt
when he dedicated the first edition of The Lord of the Rings to “all
admirers of Bilbo, but especially to my sons and my daughter, and to
my friends the Inklings. To the Inklings, because they have already
listened to it with a patience, and indeed with an interest, that almost
leads me to suspect that they have hobbit-blood in their venerable
ancestory.”

The first chapter, “The Shadow of the Past,” had been the earliest
part, and in it Tolkien established that the ring Bilbo had found was
significant, perhaps the ring. Gandalf departs from Hobbiton for
many years at the same time Bilbo uses the ring at his eleventy-first
birthday party to take leave of his friends and neighbors. Before
departing, Gandalf persuades the wary, reluctant Bilbo to leave the
ring for his nephew, Frodo. Eighteen years later, Tolkien has Frodo
fleeing from dark horsemen who are searching the Shire for him, for
it is now known that Frodo has the ring. Gandalf was to have
appeared by a certain date to escort Frodo, and when he fails to
arrive, Frodo, Samwise, Merry, and Pippin flee the Shire without
him. At the time (about 1937) Tolkien did not really know what had
become of Gandalf, but continued the tale without him, waiting for
an opportunity and an explanation as to why he had been unable to
meet Frodo. Several chapters later, at the Prancing Pony in Bree, the
frightened hobbits meet a mysterious character named Strider, who
appears to know much about their business with the ring. As with
Gandalf’s disappearance, Tolkien introduced Strider without know-
ing who he as or what role he would ultimately play in the epic, and
despaired of ever finding out.

Some critics have speculated that Mordor was modeled either
upon Nazi Germany or Stalin’s Russia. Tolkien himself, however,
said that “the real war does not resemble the legendary war in its
process or its conclusion.” As to “The Shadow of the Past” being
Tolkien’s premonition of the coming war, as many readers have felt
it to be, Tolkien said, “It was written long before the foreshadow of
1939 had become a threat of inevitable disaster, and from that point
the story would have developed along essentially the same lines, if
that disaster had been averted. Its sources are things long before in
mind, or in some cases already written, and little or nothing in it was
modified by the war that began in 1939 or its sequels.”

By the end of 1939 Tolkien had almost completed Book I. Prog-
ress beyond that point was painfully slow for him, and the writing
came in intervals and spurts rather than in methodical advances.
After the initial shock of the war, Tolkien picked up the momentar-
ily halted work and started adding to it. “In spite of the darkness of
the next five years,” Tolkien wrote in the Ballantine introduction to
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The Lord of the Rings, 1 found that the story could not now be wholly
abandoned, and I plodded on, mostly at night, till I stood by Balin’s
tomb in Moria. There I halted for a long while. It was almost a year
later when I went on and so came to Lothlorien and the Great River
late in 1941. In the next year I wrote the first drafts of the matter that
now stands as Book III, and the beginnings of Chapters 1 and 3 of
Book V; and there, as the beacons flared in Anorien and Théoden
came to Harrowdale, I stopped. Foresight had failed and there was
no time for thought.”

For Tolkien the war years proved especially taxing, both physi-
cally and psychically. Rationing became a bitter way of life, and
Tolkien, used to liberal amounts of beer, food, and especially to-
bacco, suffered great anguish and deprivation. His long-term pes-
simism had until then been countered only by his religious faith; now
there was something else to counter it: America. The United States
had entered the war. To many Britons the effect of America’s
entrance into the war on the side of the Allies was as great as that of
General Pershing’s American Expeditionary Force when it landed in
France a generation earlier. Tolkien expressed his new-found hope
and enthusiasm to Allen Barnett, who was now a school master in
Woodbury Forest, Virginia. He wrote:

“May 1942 be a year of at least good hope for all of us—and bring
a Victorious peace within sight. In spite of disaster and anxieties, we
have held to our belief in the ultimate victory of the Democratic
Powers —and now that you people are in the War, up to the hilt, that
belief is only the more sure. And I hope at this time, our cooperation
will extend beyond the War, into the Peace.” Tolkien also reported
that he and his family were well, and added that Oxford hadn’t yet
been bombed. At that time John was still at University (about to
study for the priesthood), Michael had just transferred from the
army to the RAF,* and Christopher was about to come up to Oxford
before receiving a commission in the RAF.

By the time war broke out, Oxford was already a city of more than
100,000, with an all-time high of 5,000 students. The war seriously
depleted the University ranks, but not as thoroughly as when Tol-
kien had been a student. Tolkien was too old for military service —
in any event, his stringent diet gave him stomach ulcers — so he
remained at his post at the English School. The attrition of retire-
ment, death, and transfers had thrust Tolkien to the position of
senior professor of the English faculty. This added responsibility,
along with the war and the unavailability of paper, helps explain why
Tolkien published nothing during those years, and why progress on
The Lord of the Rings was so painfully slow.

The Inklings continued to meet — not as often as before, and with
a reduced membership, though the members still managed to re-

* When Michael Tolkien transferred completing dozens of them, he came

from the army to the RAF, he was to yet another blank asking for his
required to fill out innumerable father’s profession. In that blank he
forms and questionaires. After wrote the word WIZARD.
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main productive during this time of adversity. The Oxford Univer-
sity Press had moved to Oxford because of the Bl7tz, and that meant
that Charles Williams became a regular rather than an occasional
member. Tolkien went through a relatively unproductive period in
which he had to content himself with listening to the works of
others; he did not resume work on his epic until 1944, about the
time the Allies invaded Normandy. His youngest son, Christopher,
had left Oxford and joined the RAF, and had been promptly shipped
to the Union of South Africa for flight training. This apparently gave
Tolkien incentive to continue, and he derived great satisfaction in
sending Christopher newly-completed chapters.

[Material deleted for legal considerations.]

“Nevertheless,” Tolkien wrote in the introduction, “it took
another five years before the tale was brought to its present end.”
This delay was in part due to two great changes in Tolkien’s life that
occurred between 1945 and 1948. The first was his resignation as
Bosworth and Rawlinson Professor of Anglo-Saxon at the English
School, a position he had held for 20 years. In that time, Tolkien’s
own work and professional reputation had shifted slightly from
language exclusively to language and literature. Whereas before he
had been known primarily as a philologist or a technician of lan-
guage, such academic credits as the lectures on Beowxlf and “On
Fairy-Stories” had established him as an interpreter of literature as
well. At war’s end, Tolkien was offered the distinguished chair of
Merton Professor of English Language and Literature. He accepted,
and resigned as Bosworth and Rawlinson Professor. The Merton
chair was associated with Merton College — one of the oldest and
most prestigious of all the Oxford colleges — so he resigned his
fellowship at Pembroke College as well.

The second major change was the sale of the house at 20 North-
moor Road in order to move to a smaller rented house in the city’s
center. At that time, Priscilla was the only child still living at home
(but even she was to leave to live in college rooms at Lady Margaret
Hall when Tolkien and his wife Edith moved to 3 Manor Road in
1947), and the house was too large and expensive for their reduced
needs and modest means. In a letter to Allen Barnett dated October
20, 1946 Tolkien wrote about his intended move: “I can no longer
afford this ‘mansion,” nor can we cope with it without help any
longer. It’s only 11 rooms, this home, but that is very large for
present-day shortened dons, and I am going to sell and move into a
minute house (I hope) belonging to my college. You may remember
Manor Road that existed in your time (whereas Northmoor Road
did not, and was still open space). Manor Road turns left out of Cross
Road, just beyond the opening to the Holywell Tennis Courts (there
our Exeter group rented a court in those days).”

Until the mid-1950’s, England was almost as difficult to live in as
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during the war. Rationing continued for years, and such staples as
sugar, fats, meat, and tobacco were unavailable. When Tolkien’s son
Christopher was with the R.A.F. in South Africa, he sent sugar and
other difficult-to-get delicacies to his family in England. In addition,
the Tolkiens had a victory garden when they lived on Northmoor
Road, but they could not have a sizable garden when they moved to
the small post-Victorian twin on Manor Road. One welcome main-
stay was the food packages from America that Tolkien’s old friend
Allen Barnett used to send them periodically. The Barnetts’
generosity deeply moved Tolkien. To Barnett he wrote on De-
cember 21, 1947 that “we can now report that the noble parcel
(which caused you so much trouble) has arrived — two or three days
ago — in pertect condition. It is difficult to thank you warmly
enough, not only for the great kindness of thought and wish inspir-
ing it (which we find so deeply moving), but for the practical sagacity
of your selection. Only because you so firmly insist would I dare to
look so splendid a gift-horse in the mouth or say which of his teeth I
preferred. If pressed, I would say that above all sugar (which you so
generously included) and cooking fat also, are among the most
welcome of all things. Or anything containing meat; as any small tin
of luncheon meat or the like cost us more than one person’s ration of
points in a month. But do not be distressed. We are not starving
ourselves —but the spectre of suffering far worse than ours is not far
away. We cannot alleviate it by private endeavor (except in the
matter of clothes) since we are not allowed to send anything except
what comes out of our personal rations. I may send my chocolate
ration, or part of it, but as a father I cannot spare much when one can
see one’s own children insufficiently fed to support the strain of
giving and sharing — let alone providing. Where we previously were
rather bored with monotony and poor quality and the penence of
never having what you feel like but only what was available, we are
now definitely a little hungry. And rich gifts as yours do wonders!
God bless you.” After receiving another food parcel, Tolkien wrote
to Barnett, “Americans really are the warmest-hearted people in the
world. I only hope you are right in imagining we [the English] should
prove so kind in reversed conditions (as a people, I mean, and apart
from ourselves personally). Perhaps we should, for beneath the
surface frictions, and the less kind and more ill-mannered scribbl-
ings, there endures a deep sense of kinship.”

Tolkien was now entering the most mature and creative period of
his life. The war’s end revitalized the Inklings, and according to most
critics, 1946 was an especially noteworthy year for the quality and
quantity of the works-in-progress read, an! eventually, published.
Although Tolkien’s health was not good at the time, it seems not to
have affected his work on The Lord of the Rings. Tolkien again began
to publish. In 1945, several of his poems appeared in obscure
journals (he never wrote for popular, large circulation periodicals).
Around that time, he also tried — unsuccessfully at first — to have
Allen & Unwin bring out another edition of The Hobbit to replace
the one destroyed in the war. Apparently he also offered Allen &
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Unwin the opportunity to publish a fairy-story, Farmer Giles of Ham,
which he had written earlier, but they were unable to issue it because
they couldn’t find a paper allotment.* It was eventually published in
asmall Irish Catholic journal in 1947, and only brought out by Allen
& Unwin two years later. In 1947, his essay, “On Fairy Stories,” was
published in an Oxford University Press memorial edition, Essays
presented to Charles Williams.

The Tolkien family survived the war. John, the eldest son, had
been ordained, and his first parish was a bombed-out working-class
district in the industrial city of Coventry. Michael was demobilized
in 1945 and returned to Trinity College. Youngest son Christopher,
who had transferred from the R.A.F. to the Fleet Air Arm in order to
avoid becoming a Physical Equipment Training Officer, was also
de-mobbed in 1945 and returned to Trinity College at the end of
that year. Priscilla was still in high school at Oxford, but went up to
Lady Margaret Hall, Oxford, in 1948 as one of only a handful of
students that had passed a stiff competitive examination for a place
(she just missed winning a scholarship, and Tolkien had to pay for
her room, board, and tuition).

Meanwhile, Edith Tolkien’s health grew poor, and her failure to
improve in the years immediately following the war was the primary
reason Tolkien reluctantly declined a visiting professorship — with
full salary and traveling expenses — at the Catholic University in
Washington. Of this, he wrote to Allen Barnett: “I thought a long
while before I finally refused with regret. It would have been a grand
way of visiting your country, and the vacations would have offered
chances of travel and visits. But I cannot shut up my home yet [this
was written at the end of 1946, when they were still living on
Northmoor Road] in my daughter’s last year at school, 1947-8. And
the money offered could not have allowed me to keep it open as well
as go abroad with my wife. Also at this critical time for universities
(which will certainly last to 1948) I can hardly afford so long a time
away, as I am now — odd though it seems to me — the senior
professor of the Oxford English School. If I get any such offer later
(say 1948-9), I shall think of taking it. Or if I can find any way of
financing a shorter visit. I very much desire to see you [they had not
seen one another since 1914, and were never to meet ever again];
and a change after a sabbathless 21 years ‘professing’ would be a
refreshment. As you say, professing has many acres of boredom —-
but yet now and again some crops.” Unfortunately, Tolkien received
no other offer of a visiting professorship in America; nor did he ever

* During the war, the British those deemed to have the most merit
government instituted both a Ze facto were alloted paper first. Both The
censorship and a system of Hobbit and Farmer Giles of Ham had
publication priorities, for both been passed for press in 1946, but
political and security reasons, and paper still had not been found for the
because of the lack of supplies. All latter.

books had to be passed by a board and
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receive a sabbatical leave from Oxford to travel abroad.?

Tolkien worked on The Lord of the Rings, and indications are that
the first draft was nearly completed by the end of 1947. He then
wrote Barnett that, in addition to a new edition of The Hobbit (as well
as a Swedish version that Tolkien said “I trust will acquire a few
Kroner”), he had “another large book nearly written.”

Tolkien completed the remainder of Book VI, “The Scouring of
the Shire,” sometime in 1948. According to one story, he sat down
and wept when he finally completed the first draft of The Lord of the
Rings. According to another, he immediately submitted the com-
pleted manuscript to Allen & Unwin, had it rejected, and put it in a
drawer for almost five years until persuaded to revise it. Still another
story has Father Gervase Mathew wrenching the manuscript out of
Tolkien’s hands and visiting various London publishing houses try-
ing to get the work accepted. What most likely happened (consistent
with Tolkien’s own estimate of 14 yearst), however, is that once
Tolkien finished the first draft, he almost immediately began revis-
ing and retyping, a labor that took about a year-and-a-half. That was
necessary because, as he explained in the Ballantine edition intro-
duction, “When the ‘end’ had at last been reached, the whole story
had to be revised, and indeed largely rewritten backwards. And it
had to be typed, and retyped; ? the cost of professional typing by the
ten-fingered was beyond my means.”

The final draft of The Lord of the Rings was completed near the end
of 1949, and probably submitted to his publisher, George Allen &
Unwin, early the following year. Allen & Unwin had been expecting
asequel to The Hobbit for many years, and had almost given up hope
of ever seeing one. Not that they were unaware of the work-in-
progress — young Raynor Unwin had gone up to Oxford in 1944,
and Tolkien had periodically permitted him to read parts. When
Raynor Unwin had first gone up, he paid a courtesy call on his first
literary discovery. At Tolkien’s house Raynor Unwin saw bits of the
Ring manuscript stuffed away in cupboards, filing cabinets, and desk
drawers (Tolkien was quite unmethodical and casual about his man-
uscripts, and wrote on any odd pieces or scraps of paper that hap-

3 In 1948, Tolkien wrote, “we still
have a hope of crossing the water, but
so far arrangements have not
advanced. One difficulty is that
though legislation to give professors

‘sabbatical’ leave has at last gone
through, I need a resz. And I cannot
yet envisage a bout of teaching and
lecturing in a new milieu!”

4 In the original introduction to The
Lord of the Rings (1954), Tolkien wrote,
“for if the labor has been long (more
than fourteen years), it has been

neither orderly nor continuous. But I
have not had Bilbo’s leisure. Indeed
much of that time has contained for

me no leisure at all, and more than
once for a whole year the dust has
gathered on my unfinished pages. 1
only say this to explain to those who
have waited for this book why they
have had to wait so long. I have no
reason to complain.”

5 Incidentally, the final draft of the
map of Middle-earth used in the

published work was drawn up by
Tolkien’s son, Christopher.
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pened to be around when the creative urge hit him). On that and
subsequent visits, Tolkien grabbed sections of his manuscript and
thrust them into Raynor Unwin’s hands, muttering something like
“take this away and let me know what you think of it.” Of course
Tolkien didn’t want — and never received — Raynor Unwin’s
opinion (whenever he brought pages back, he would say something
noncommittal like “that’s awfully interesting”).

When Tolkien completed the revised draft and submitted it to
Allen & Unwin, probably in 1950, it arrived while Raynor Unwin
was away. Sir Stanley’s son had joined the publishing firm after
receiving his degree, and had been looking forward to reading the
entire manuscript as soon as Tolkien finished it. He didn’t see it
then, however, and it was many months before he even knew it had
arrived. Someone else not familiar with Tolkien had read — and
rejected — the manuscript, and returned it to the author with no
encouragement to revise and resubmit.

As with a similar rejection of The Silmarillion over 30 years
earlier, Tolkien was deeply hurt and humiliated over the unexpected
turn of events — so much so that he initially refused to submit it
elsewhere. Despite the encouragement of his friends, he declined to
pursue the matter further. This period of limbo lasted at least
through 1952, because C.S. Lewis told Charles Moorman that “at
the time we all hoped that a good deal of that mythology would soon
become public through a romance which the Professor was then
contemplating. Since then the hope has receded.” During this
period of “receded” hope, Tolkien wrote his own version, in poetic
style, of the ancient battle of Maldon, fought between the English
and the Danes almost 1,000 years ago. In the Anglo-Saxon saga, The
Battle of Maldon, the English commander, Beorhnoth, foolishly al-
lows his honor to overcome his good sense and his responsibility as
leader when he permits the Danes to cross a foot bridge in order to
have a “fair” fight. Boerhnoth and all his men are needlessly killed as
a consequence, and a battle that could have been won is lost.
Tolkien’s small epic concerns itself with the aftermath of the battle,
when the Christian monks of Ely send men to recover the headless
body of the slain hero. A minstrel named Torthelm accompanies the
party on its sad mission; he sees at first only the epic glory and the
splendid heroism of battle. But subsequent events and a full realiza-
tion of the foolish slaughter of brave men gradually help Torthelm
see the wanton wastefulness of war, and instead of a heroic ballad, he
ends up singing a threnody: Dirige, Domine, in conspectu tuo viam
meam (here at last after courage shines hope). The poem The
Homecoming of Boerhnoth, Boerthelm’s Son was first published in the
1953 edition of Essays and Studies of the English Association, and
printed by Ballantine in The Tolkien Reader thirteen years later.
Tolkien was quite proud of this small work, and later wrote a
verse-play based on it; that work is expected to be published some-
time in the near future. Also written in this period was an epic poem
Imran, a narrative account of the voyage of the famous Irish ec-
clasiastic St. Brendan to lands west of Europe. According to Paul
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Kocher, this poem (yet to appear in a popular edition) has many
elements in common with the final voyage to the Undying Lands that
ends The Lord of the Rings.

After many months, Tolkien’s friends finally persuaded him to try
once again to find a publisher. Apparently Gervase Mathew acted as
Tolkien’s cfersonal agent, dealing with various publishers and trying
to persuade them to accept the manuscript. Mathew lived up to his
reputation as “everybody’s aunt” by trying to help Tolkien. At one
publishing house he was flatly told that The Lord of the Rings was
unsaleable. At another firm, which expressed considerable interest
in the work, he was told that the book was too long and involved, the
language had to go, and the length cut in half. Mathew related this
offer to Tolkien, who seriously considered radical surgery to his
manuscript in order to make it acceptable for publication. Why he
considered making such a major compromise at that time is unclear,
but the most probable explanation is that Tolkien had just passed his
60th birthday and was fast approaching the mandatory retirement
age for Oxford professors. He had just moved once more, to a
rented house in nearby Holywell Street (adjacent to New College),
and expressed a desire to live out his life in a house of his own
without financial fears. It is likely that he looked at the prospect of
having only a professor’s pension with great alarm, concluded he
could not live comfortably on it, and wished to have some sort of
supplementary income.

Tolkien was undoubtedly weighing these factors and about to
make the changes necessary for publication when he was contacted
by Raynor Unwin. The young publisher had just heard that The Lord
o}/ the Rings had been in house some time before, and had been
rejected without his knowledge or approval. Remembering the
sections he had read as an Oxford undergraduate years before, he
wanted the opportunity to read the work himself in its entirety. He
urged Tolkien, who proved stubbornly reluctant, to resubmit the
manuscript for consideration.

Perhaps it is only coincidental that John Ronald Reuel Tolkien
happened to be 57 when he finished writing The Lord of the Rings in
1949. That was the exact age of the hero of a delightful little
fairy-story that Tolkien wrote titled Smith of Wootten Major when he
could no longer enter the world of Faérie. It may be mere coinci-
dence that Tolkien had almost reached Bilbo’s age when The Hobbit
was first published. But if Tolkien identified himself with his own
creations — and there is evidence he did — then the completion of
The Lord of the Rings represented some sort of milestone in his life.
Perhaps he felt a loss of innocence, but more likely he experienced a
realization that innocence is transient and increasingly desirable, but
infinitely rare, in the modern world. Like Thomas Wolfe, who found
he couldn’t go home again, Tolkien may have felt that the world he
had known had passed him by, although his allegiances were still
wedded to it. He wanted the world of Faérie to exist — as indeed it
did in his imagination — because it was markedly superior in his own
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THE AUTHOR (1953-1965)

After reading The Lord of the Rings manuscript in its entirety for
the first time, Raynor Unwin had no doubt in his mind that it was a
work of absolute genius. He also had no doubt that Allen & Unwin
would publish the book, and furthermore, no doubt that the firm
would probably lose L1,000 ($2,800) on it. As William Cater aptly
pointed out in a London S«nday Times magazine article on Tolkien,
“What is remarkable is that The Lord of the Rings, on which Tolkien’s
fame depends, had all the earmarks of a publishing disaster. A book
for the adult market, at an adult price, it continued the story of The
Hobbit, which was a children’s book; it ran to three volumes, longer
than War and Peace; it contained stretches of verse, five learned
appendices [not all in the original edition, however], and samples of
imaginary languages in imaginary alphabets; but only the most slen-
der ‘romantic interest.” It was concerned with good and evil, honor,
endurance and heroism, in an imaginary age of our world, and was
described by its author as ‘largely an essay in linguistic aesthetics.” ”

Raynor Unwin did not have the authority to commit the firm to
what seemed to be an inevitable financial loss; the only person who
could make such a decision was his father, Sir Stanley Unwin, and he
was away on business in Japan and the Far East. Raynor Unwin sent a
cablegram to his father asking authority to publish the book, stating
that in his opinion, it was a work of genius, but that it would probably
cost the firm£1,000 in losses. Sir Stanley cabled back to his son: IF
YOU THINK IT A WORK OF GENIUS THEN YOU MAY
LOSE £1,000.

Many publishing firms exercise to some degree a policy of patron-
age for well-written or important works that would bring to the firm
prestige, if not profits. Most of the poetry printed in the United
States by major publishing houses does not even pay its own way, let
alone make a profit; but it continues to be published because it is, in
part, “subsidized” by best-sellers and money-making works of lesser
genius issued by the same houses. Many publishing houses have an
unofficial annual “allotment” of books that they publish strictly on
merit and not on profit potential. To Allen & Unwin Tolkien’s book
fit into this category, and no one ever expected it to make enough
money just to break even. By American standards, the loss of
£1,000, or $2,800, seems negligible, even for the early 50’s. After
all, a large publishing house liie Doubleday or Random House may
issue an average of a book a day and deal with annual budgets in the
tens of millions. But English publishers, for the most part, do not
enjoy the mass circulation, or the advantageous financial arrange-
ments, of their American counterparts; in 1953, their total budgets
were measured in thousands of pounds, not millions of dollars. This
difference meant that a “subsidy” of £1,000 was, relatively speaking,
a large amount and therefore a major commitment, in return for
which Allen & Unwin hoped to gain favorable reviews, good will,
perhaps a literary prize, a well-rounded seasonal list, and other less
tangible benefits. Playing patron to works of art was not pure al-
truism on Sir Stanley Unwin’s part; he expected, and usually got,
something back for his money.

112




Once the decision to go ahead was made, Raynor Unwin began
applying his skills as a publisher to help minimize the projected loss.
The text could not be edited or cut down. (Apparently, very little
was ever done by Allen & Unwin to change Tolkien’s own version,
possibly on the premise that one should not tamper with great
literature, but more likely out of the realization that such a task
would require an editor with the skills of a philologist and a
mythologer.) So the book’s length made necessary a substantial
investment in paper, ink, typesetting, and binding. Raynor Unwin
wanted to minimize the risk that a single large volume would not sell
out even a modest first printing and would be remaindered;* so he
decided to split Tolkien’s single large work into three small books;
The Fellowship of the Ring, The Two Towers, and The Return of the
King. In addition, publication dates of the three books would be
staggered over a three-year period so as not to incur so large a loss at
one time. Furthermore, working on the usually accurate premise
that each subsequent volume would have diminished sales, Raynor
Unwin scheduled a progressively smaller printing run for each book.
The Fellowship of the Ring was to be issued in an edition of 3,500 in
1954; The Two Towers in an edition of 3,250in 1955, and The Return
of the King in an edition of only 3,000 the following year.

Actually, the numbers above the 3,000 mark in English publishing
reflect an average, and not a small-sized edition. The reason the
initial runs were to be high relative to the projected modest sales was
that Tolkien’s American publisher, Houghton Mifflin, had agreed to
issue the trilogy in the United States, but did not wish to risk
investing money in printing their own edition. Instead, they fol-
lowed a practice common to publishers on both sides of the Atlantic,
importing unbound sheets (sections of a book) already printed ab-
road and binding them under their own imprint. This saved Hough-
ton Mifflin the cost of book design, typesetting, and printing. In
doing this, they were making a wise business move, but it was to cost
everyone involved dearly a decade later.

Initially, Tolkien opposed issuing The Lord of the Rings in three
parts. He argued that it was a single, unified work, and should be
published as such. But Allen & Unwin reminded Tolkien of the hard
economic realities of the publishing industry, that it was their money
being risked, and that they ought to have a measure of control over
the form the book was to take. Tolkien acquiesced to their decision.
(The nearest to a complaint Tolkien voiced was to an American
interviewer. “But of course it’s not a trilogy. That was just a
publisher’s device.”) So his book was published in its entirety and
Allen & Unwin even encouraged him to prepare an appendix to and
an index for the work.

Preparing The Lord of the Rings for publication was not an easy
task: the typesetting required extra keys for accents, Elvish script,

* Remaindering is when a publisher, adiscount bookseller at less than 10%
stuck with too many books, has to sell of the retail value.
them either to a paper merchant or to
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etc. Mistakes were unusually easy to make, given the large number
of proper names and references, and both copyeditors and proof-
readers had to be especially meticulous in their work. Then there
was the question of the dust jacket, its design, and the illustration
and the blurbs thereon. Allen & Unwin felt it inappropriate to write
a self-congratulating blurb extolling the artistry of the work or the
brilliance of the writing, and thought it inadvisable as well to write a
glowing biography of the author. Yet it was almost impossible to
write so short a synopsis of the story. Ultimately, Allen & Unwin
commissioned three prominent English literary figures, C.S. Lewis,
Richard Hughes, and Naomi Mitchison, each to write his own
perspective on the work, with one individual’s review appearing on
one of the three books.* This unusual procedure was an excellent
way of introducing The Lord of the Rings to the most knowledgable
section of the reading public, and of insuring it was reviewed in the
major English dailies. It also suggested with a certain stamp of
authority that the work was 7ot a mere fairy-story, but a mature work
reflecting great imagination and brilliant writing.

Allen & Unwin released the first volume, The Fellowship of the
Ring, with some fanfare in 1954. It received a few passing notices in
the press, but most reviewers seemed to hold back until the com-
plete work was issued. One review was by Lewis himself; it appeared
in Time and Tide. Lewis wrote “Here are beauties which pierce like
swords or burn like cold iron; here is 2 book that will break your
heart . . . good beyond hope.” The Guardian said that Tolkien was a
“born story-teller,” and the New Statesman & Nation (now the New
Statesman) thought, “It is a story magnificently told, with every kind
of color, movement, and greatness.”

At first, The Fellowship of the Ring had steady but unexciting sales.
But Allen & Unwin, as well as Houghton Mifflin, were gratified that
the book sold better than expected and that the entire first printing
would probably be sold. Meanwhile, some academics in England and
America discovered the work and spread their interest and en-
thusiasm to their colleagues. An example of this underground ex-
citement over the book is revealed in a eulogy to Tolkien published
four days after his death by the Oxford Mai/; the eulogy was written
by an Oxford don who had been a research student when The
Fellowship of the Ring had been first published. “Towards the end of
my last long vacation when a past graduate studentat Oxford,” wrote
Dr. John Grassi, “another book about another imaginary land writ-
ten by another Oxford scholar had been published. By happy acci-
dent I happened to buy the book almost on the day of publication.
The discovery of that book and the world to which it gave entrance
was as profoundly exciting and as joyous an experience as had been
the discovery of the world of Alice. The book, of course, was The

* Hughes wrote: “What can I say carries the reader on, enthralled, for
then? For width of imagination it page after page.” Naomi Mitchison
almost beggars parallel, and it is said, “It’s odd, you know, one takes it

nearly as remarkable for its vividness  as seriously as Mallory.”
and for the narrative skill which
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Fellowship of the Ring, the first volume of the trilogy which has made
the name of J.R.R. Tolkien as immediately recognizable throughout
the world as that of Lewis Carroll.

“I read that first volume three times before the publication some
months later of the second volume of the trilogy and was, indeed,
lucky to be able to do so for the book was scarcely ever in my own
possession. It passed from hand to hand among my fellow post-
graduate students and for the whole of that academic year our
conversation was as much about Middle-earth as about our maturing
theses and job prospects.

“For there was a price to be paid for the privilege of being the first
generation of Tolkienians which millions who have joined our ranks
since can scarcely appreciate. That price was the protracted and
intolerable suspense in which we lived in the period before the
publication of the second and third volumes, not knowing what the
final outcome was to be.

“Inever knew him,” concluded Dr. Grassi, “but then I never knew
Lewis Carroll.”

Reports of similar experiences came from other English and
American campuses, mostly among graduate students and staff who
were most likely and best able to recognize and appreciate the
scholarship that went into the work. Those libraries that had been
fortunate enough to possess copies of the books found them perma-
nently disappearing off the shelves, and when they were put on
reserve shelves, long waiting lists developed. Both Allen & Unwin
and Houghton Mifflin sold out the first printing many months
before they expected.

But the first inkling Allen & Unwin had that The Lord of the Rings
was likely to turn a profit occurred when “res/” people began writing
to them not only to ask when, but to demand that they speed up
publication of the remaining volumes. In the publishing industry, it
is highly unusual for any book to elicit so popular a response;
normally such requests are the result of a calculated campaign by
friends of the author. Students, scholars, professional people,
teachers, and many others wrote to Alien & Unwin in England and to
Houghton Mifflin in America to express their enthusiasm. At that
point, Tolkien’s publisher realized for the first time that the book
had a universal appeal, and not just a narrow following among
academics. The trickle of letters became a steady stream, whereupon
Sir Stanley Unwin decided to accelerate the publication schedule of
the two remaining books. Instead of dropping from 3,500 to 3,250
printed copies for The Two Towers and 3,000 for The Return of the
King, Sir Stanley inverted the “pryamid” policy and 7ncreased the
number of printed copies. He then concluded that two years was too
long a time to wait for the release of the complete work, aad
published The Two Towers six months, and not a year, after The
Fellowship of the Ring. The Two Towers appeared in early 1955, and
Tolkien was pressed to complete his expanded appendices and index
as soon as possible for early release of The Return of the King. Instead
of having two years in which to complete work on the addenda,
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Tolkien suddenly had only six months. The amount of time was
woefully insufficient for the monumental task of indexing and com-
pleting the appendix, especially since Tolkien still had his professor-
1al responsibilities and had been, for the most part, working alone on
the book. When Allen & Unwin released the last volume in the
autumn of 1955, they had to announce in a publisher’s note that they
“Regret that it has not been possible to include as an appendix to this
edition the index of names announced in the Preface of The Fellow-
ship of the Ring.”

Once the entire work was published, many important magazines
and newspapers in both England and America assigned it for review.
In the main, the reviews were enthusiastically favorable, praising the
Professor’s originality, imaginative style, epic narration, and sensi-
tive descriptions of nature. One critic said that The Lord of the Rings
was “an onomasthologist’s [someone who studies the origin and
history of proper names] delight,” and another thought it “super
science fiction.” Others compared it to Mallory and Ariosto, and a
couple went so far as to say that Tolkien was superior to them. In
America, the New York Herald Tribune reviewer called it “an extra-
ordinary, adistinguished piece of work.” The Boston Herald Traveler
described it as “one of the best wonder-tales ever written —and one
of the best-written,” and W.A. Auden wrote in the New York Times
that Tolkien “succeeded more completely than any previous writer
in this genre in using the traditional properties of the Quest, the
heroic journey, the Numinous Object . . . . satisfying our sense of
historical and social reality.” Auden concluded that Tolkien “has
succeeded where Milton failed.” Michael Straight wrote in the New
Republic that “Tolkien’s trilogy is fantasy, but it stems of course from
Tolkien’s own experiences and beliefs. There are scenes of devasata-
tion that recall his memories of the Western Front where he fought
in the First World War. The description of a snowstorm in a high pass
is drawn from a mountain-climbing trip in Switzerland. And through
the descriptions of life in Hobbiton and Bywater runs his own
bemused love of the English and his scorn for the ugliness of the
industrial surroundings in which they live. But Tolkien shuns satire
as frivolous and allegory as tendentious. His preparation is immer-
sion in Welsh, Norse, Gaelic, Scandinavian and German folklore
... . There are very few works of genius in recent literature. This is
one.

But the longest and most important review given to T he Lord of the
Rings was decidedly negative. Edmund Wilson, America’s protean
literary critic, wrote a review titled “Oo, Those Awful Orcs!” in the
April 14, 1956 issue of The Nation in which he said that The Lord of
the Rings “is essentially a children’s book, which has somehow gotten
out of hand. . . . The Author has indulged himself in developing the
fantasy for its own sake.” After berating Tolkien for his pretentious
introduction, Wilson continued that the “prose and verse are on the
same level of professional amateurishness . ... What we get is a
simple confrontation — in more or less the traditional terms of
British melodrama — of the Forces of Evil with the Forces of Good,
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the remote and alien villain with the plucky little home-grown hero
.... Dr. Tolkien has little skill at narrative and no instinct for
literary form. The characters talk a story-book language that might
have come out of Howard Pyle,* and as personalities they do not
impose themselves. At the end of this long romance, I still had no
conception of the wizard Gandalph [sic], who is a cardinal figure, and
had never been able to visualize him at all. For the most part such
characterizations as Dr. Tolkien is able to contrive are perfectly
stereotyped: Frodo the good little Englishman’. Samwise, his dog-
like servant, who talks lower-class and respectful, and never deserts
his master. These characters who are no characters are involved in
interminable adventures the poverty of invention displayed in which
is, it seems to me, almost pathetic . . . . An impotence of imagination
seems to me to sap the whole story. The wars are never dynamic; the
ordeals give no sense of strain; the fair ladies would not stir a
heartbeat; the horrors would not hurt a fly.” Wilson continued in
such a vein right to the end of the review, finding no particular merit
whatever in the work.

Tolkien was unexpectedly sensitive to the negative reviews. He
was depressed that in Great Britain none of the Catholic publica-
tions reviewed it favorably (many declined to review it at all), and
that the country’s most important Catholic journal, The Tablet, gave
it a lukewarm reception. (He was later mollified when two Catholic
publications in the United States and New Zealand gave glowing
reviews.) When an interviewer once suggested that The Lord of the
Rings seemed to have been written for boys rather than for girls,
Tolkien took issue and explained that it was necessarily masculine
because of the nature of the subject matter? “These are wars and a
terrible expedition to the North Pole, so to speak. Surely there is no
lack of interest, is there? I know that one interviewer explained it: It
is written by a man who has never reached puberty and knows
nothing about women but as a schoolboy, and all the good characters
come home like happy boys, safe from the war. I thought it was very
rude — so far as | know, the man is childless — writing about a man
surrounded by children, wife, daughter, granddaughter. Still, that's
equally untrue, isn’t it, because it 757’t a happy story. One friend of
mine said he only read it at Lent because it was so hard and bitter.”
After another reviewer criticized his poetry as being simply bad,
Tolkien replied that “a lot of the criticism of the verses shows a

* A turn-of-the century American ‘best-known work is The Merry
writer who wrote and illustrated a Adventures of Robin Hood.
number of books for children. His

2 But Vera Chapman, Secretary and  he felt that it was necessary to write in
founder of the British Tolkien afemale character somewhere. So you
Society, thinks that “Tolkien just get the character of Eowyn, who,
wasn’tinterested in females. Hehada  although his daughter (Priscilla)
story to tell and the female'element  doesn’t bear it out, was Tolkien’s
just wasn’t necessary, except towards asking himself what’s in it for the
the end when his children, for whom  girls, and then writing in 2 female
he was writing, were growingup,and  character for his teenage daughter.”
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complete failure to understand the fact that they are all dramatic
verses; they were conceived as the kind of things people would say
under the circumstances.” When Ballantine published a revised
edition of The Lord of the Rings ten years after the original work was
first reviewed, Tolkien used that opportunity to state in the intro-
duction that “Some who have read the book, or at any rate have
reviewed it, have found it boring, absurd, or contemptible; and I
have no cause to complain, since I have similar opinions of their
works, or the kinds of writing that they evidently prefer.

[Material deleted for legal considerations.]

After being a professor for some 30 years, Tolkien finally began to
win both recognition and reward for his academic achievements and
scholarly contributions to English philology and literature. In 1954,
he was awarded honorary Doctor of Letters (D.Litt.) by both Uni-
versity College in Dublin, Ireland, and the University of Liege in
Belgium. The professor of English philology at the University of
Liege was Professor d’Ardenne, who had once been Tolkien’s star
student at Oxford. Professor d’Ardenne undoubtedly played no
small part in securing the honorary degree for his old g’iend and
colleague.

Although Tolkien was nearing the end of a long and distinguished
academic career, and his most important scholastic contributions
had been made some years earlier, it was only in the 1950’s that he
came to be known outside his own field. In 1953, he was invited to
deliver the William Paton Ker Memorial Lecture at the University of
Glasgow in Scotland. Ker had been a famous medievalist, teacher,
and poet; he had held several professorial chairs, including one at
Oxford. After he died in 1923, the University of Glasgow estab-
lished an annual lecture in his name, to be given by a distinguished
scholar to an audience comprising scholars. Tolkien was accorded
the honor of delivering the lecture on the eve of the publication of
The Lord of the Rings. Another honor bestowed upon Tolkien was
honorary membership in the H:d Islezka bokmennta-felag, an Icelan-
dic society. And before his retirement, Tolkien was elected vice-
president of the Philological Society of Great Bricain. That the
honors came so late in life was because Tolkien published so very
little in the way of academic papers, texts, or reference books. It has
been said that “Lewis published too much and Tolkien too little;”
this is borne out by fellow Inkling and Oxford don C.L. Wrenn, who
once told Professor Przemyslaw Mroczkowski that “Tolkien is a
genius! If only he wrote accordingly, what wonders could he accom-
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plish.” It was gratifying to Tolkien that international recognition as a
scholar came before his fame as a writer, and not the other way
around.

The Tolkiens moved once more in 1954, at the time that The
Fellowship of the Ring was first published. Their new house was in
nearby Headington — a suburban town east of the city — which
straddled the busy London road. When Tolkien was an under-
graduate, Headington had been a mere village, but like other Oxford
suburbs, it had grown to provide housing for workers at the Morris
motor works in Cowley. Tolkien purchased a pleasant white house at
76 Sandfield Road, not far from where C.S. Lewis lived, and later,
just down the street from W.H. Auden. Auden, by the way, did not
like Tolkien’s house. He told Richard Plotz, president of the Tol-
kien Society of America, that “he lives in a hideous house — I can’t
tell you how awful it is — with hideous pictures on the walls.”

Ironically, the money with which Tolkien purchased the house
came, not from the advance or royalties from The Lord of the Rings,
but from the sale of the manuscript to Marquette University in
Milwaukee, Wisconsin. When asked why he did so, Tolkin confes-
sed “I wanted the money very badly to buy this house.”

All the Tolkien children had grown up and branched off on their
own. Christopher was a fellow at New College, Oxford, and a
member of the English School as a lecturer in Old English. He lived
in a rented house on Holywell Street near his father’s house on that
street; incidentally, when John and Edith Tolkien moved to
Headington, Christopher and his family took over Tolkien's rented
house at 99 Holywell street. Michael Tolkien had left Oxford and
become a teacher, and later, schoolmaster, at the Benedictine
School in Ampleforth, Yorkshire. Priscilla Tolkien became a
teacher at a technical college in Oxford (not associated with the
University), and lived at the northernmost part of the city. The
eldest, Father John Tolkien, was the Catholic chaplain at Keele
University in Staffordshire, and also had a small parish in the district.
John and Priscilla remained single; Christopher and Michael married
and had families.

Tolkien greatly enjoyed having young children in his house once
again. He delighted in playing with his grandchildren (who called
him Grandfe/low) whenever they came to Headington. Once when
one of his grandsons was busy being overly rambunctious during a
walk, Tolkien threatened the child that if he wasn’t good, something
black and terrible would come from the sky. At that instant, a truck
driver lost control of his vehicle and swerved through a nearby
hedge before crashing to a stop. The child was astonished and
awe-struck at his grandfather’s supposed magical powers, and while
the story does not recount what happened afterwards, the lad proba-
bly mended his ways for a brief time. His was a happy household, and
when the children came visiting, Tolkien amused them as he had his
own a generation earlier by making up stories for them. He was a
conventional grandfather, extremely proud of his sons’ children,
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slightly doting, mildly indulging, and always respectful of them as
human beings. Tolkien once said that he thought that “children
aren't a class. They are merely human beings at different stages of
maturity. All of them have a human intelligence which even at its
lowest is a pretty wonderful thing, and the entire world in front of
them.” He was especially proud of his grandson, Michael George
David Reuel Tolkien, a “demon chess player” who later studied
English philology at Merton College.

Tolkien’s grandchildren visited him more often than he visited
them; his wife Edith was still in poor health and not up to casual
social visits. In later years they became rather reclusive, staying at
home for weeks at a time. Tolkien wished to travel now that he had
the money, but with his wife’s ill health and the high demands of his
position at the English School, he found he had to stay at home.
Thus, he was unable to accept an invitation to visit the United States
in autumn, 1957, when both Harvard University and Marquette
University wished to confer honorary degrees upon him. In re-
sponse to the latter invitation, Tolkien wrote rather belatedly in
May, 1957 that “I have ill repaid the generosity of Marquette by my
discourtesy of silence. Without going into long details this has been
due not to lack of pleasure (indeed excitement and delight) in the
generous invitation, but to overwork, difficult domestic and
academic circumstances, and the necessity of coping (or trying to
cope) with a now very large mail, as well as heavy professional work
and duties, withouteny secretary!” Later that year, he wrote in a letter
that both health and an overloaded schedule were still plaguing him.
He wrote, “I will not bother you with a long wail, but June and July
are usually crowded months academically, and I have been much
harassed. Also, I have not been well recently, and arthritic trouble
with the right hand has been a hinderance. Fortunately the hand does
not object to tapping keys as much as to a pen; but I prefer a pen.”

The Inklings continued to meet, but rather sporadically after C.S.
Lewis accepted the new chair in Medieval and Renaissance History
at the University of Cambridge in 1954, as well as a fellowship at
Magdalen College, Cambridge (no association with Magdalen Col-
lege, Oxford). Lewis continued to live much of the time in Oxford,
even after his marriage to Joy Davidman in 1957. He surrendered
his life-long bachelorhood in a Christian act of charity, marrying a
woman who was terminally ill with cancer; she lived on for three
more years. Lewis himself was in poor health, and was about to
relinquish his Cambridge chair when he died in 1963. His death
ended what was left of the Inklings, and Tolkien lost his closest
companion and most valued colleague as well.

The first edition of The Lord of the Rings not only sold out, but
became an instant collector’s item. Allen & Unwin issued another
printing, and has continued to do so on a regular basis. Over the
years, they have published limited editions, editions on India paper,
paperback editions, one volume editions, boxed editions, and fout-
volume editions that include The Hobbit. By 1957, The Lord of the
Rings had settled down to steady sales, and became a strong staple in
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both Allen & Unwin’s and Houghton Mifflin’s book catalogs.

Early on, the book had attracted the British Broadcasting Corpo-
ration, which had once dramatized The Hobbit on radio. In Sep-
tember, 1955, the BBC serialized The Lord of the Rings in ten parts
for use in school broadcasts in the “Adventures in English” series.
The BBC broadcast the programs to 27,697 schools throughout the
British Isles, reaching upwards of 5 million children. Six years later,
a 13-part dramatization of The Lord of the Rings was broadcast over
BBC radio to the entire country; the cast included one of England’s
most popular radio actors, Bob Arnold, who regularly played the
part of Tom Forrest in the long-running series The Archers. (Tolkien
expressed interest in wanting to read The Lord of the Rings himself
over the air, a suggestion wisely vetoed by the BBC.)

In 1957, Tolkien received, at the World Science Fiction conven-
tion held in London in that year, the first of many awards for his
trilogy. The organization meets annually in different cities and gives
awards for the best science fiction published the previous year. The
Lord of the Rings was voted the best fantasy of 1956, and Tolkien was
given his “Hugo” silver starship on September 10, 1957, by Miss
Clemence Dame. During her presentation speech, Miss Dame said
that “there is nothing in literature to rival it,” and then ribbed the
professor who “should be doing learned works” but instead wrote
fantasy sagas. “But of course my answer is that it is a learned work,”
she hastily amended. To Tolkien the World Science Fiction award
was something of a mixed blessing, since he said in his acceptance
speech that “I have never written any science fiction.” Ten years
later, when a New York Times writer asked what he had done with the
stainless steel sharp-finned rocket, he replied vaguely that “it’s up-
stairs somewhere. It has fins. Quite different from what was re-
quired, as it turned out.”

As is customary with famous people, Tolkien found himself de-
luged with requests to speak, lecture, or attend luncheons, dedica-
tions, and club meetings of all sorts. Most of the requests and
invitations he turned down, claiming work and age; he also declined
to be interviewed by journalists for some years, and only relented
after The Lord of the Rings became a best-seller. One of the few
invitations he was happy to accept was the dedication of the new
Oxfordshire County Library on December 14, 1956. Books had
always been important to his life, and he used the opportunity to
reaffirm his belief in their increasing relevance to our society.
“Books are besieged by a great many embattled enemies,” he said,
“but from them comes the food of the mind. It is not good for the
stomach to be without food for a long period, and it is very much
worse for the mind.”

Tolkien’s long and distinguished academic career was approaching
its end; in 1958 he reached the mandatory retirement age. On the
day before his 66th birthday, Merton College announced that they
would bestow upon Tolkien an honorary fellowship, not because of
his writings, but for service to the College, the University, and the
many students whom Tolkien had influenced. Later, Exeter College
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followed suit and also elected Tolkien an honorary fellow. A year-
and-a-half later, the Merton College Hall was packed for Tolkien’s
valedictory lecture. It was a strictly academic farewell in which
Tolkien reflected some of the thoughts that he had voiced in his
famous Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics lecture 23 years earlier.
He denounced the “old errors” and “deflating asides” by scholars
who sometimes lose sight of their objectives, and rather than con-
centrate on reading the old sagas and epics, make “melodramatic
declamations in Anglo-Saxon.” His audience greeted his words with
thunderous applause, a fitting climax to a brilliant career.

As Professor Emeritus, Tolkien continued his research in philol-
ogy and Anglo-Saxon literature. He contributed to Jerusalem Bible,
an inter denominational translation hailed by both scholars and
theologians as one of the best ever. Tolkien was asked to translate
the Book of Job into French, which he did with customary bril-
liance. In 1962, he published the text to the Ancrene Wisse, a religious
treatise from the late 12¢h century; Tolkien probably collaborated
with his former student, Professor d’Ardenne of the University of
Liege, in the preparation of the text. Tolkien and d’Ardenne edited
the text for the Early English Text Society, and it was published the
same year by Oxford University Press. As late as 1967, Tolkien
concerned himself with such matters. At that time he also finished a
modern translation of his own edited text of Sir Gawain and the
Green Knight. With the S7r Gawain translation was the translation of
211) poem called The Pear!/; both were published by Oxford University

ress.

By 1961 the excitement generated by The Lord of the Rings had
quietly expanded from academics to science fiction addicts. Since
news of the trilogy and mention of Professor Tolkien had all but
disappeared from public view, some critics mistakenly concluded
that The Lord of tie Rings had been a flash-in-the-pan fad. The
English critic Phillip Toynbee wrote in the London Observer that
“there was a time when the Hobbit fantasies of Professor Tolkien
were being taken very seriously indeed by a great many disting-
uished literary figures. Mr. Auden is even reported to have claimed
that these books were as good as War and Peace; Edwin Muir and
many others were almost equally enthusiastic. I had a sense that one
side or the other must be mad, for it seemed to me that these books
were dull, ill-written, whimsical and childish. And for me this had a
reassuring outcome, for most of his more ardent supporters were
soon beginning to sell out their shares in Professor Tolkien, and
today [1961] those books have passed into merciful oblivion.”

Perhaps it is difficult to appreciate now the intense controversy
The Lord of the Rings at first stimulated. According to the critic R.J.
Reilly, Tolkien’s trilogy provoked on a modest scale the kind of
critical controversy that had accompanied T.S. Eliot's The Waste
Land and James Joyce's Ulysses. Literary critics could not ignore
Tolkien and felt impelled either to support or to condemn his work.
Colin Wilson gives an example of such divided loyalties in his essay
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Tree by Tolkien. In it he says that “a few years ago, I went to have
lunch with W.H. Auden in his New York apartment. It was the first
time I'd met him, and Norman Mailer had warned me that I might
find him difficult to get along with. (Very reserved, very English —
but more so than most Englishmen.) I found this true on the whole
— he seemed to be very formal, perhaps basically shy. But after we
had been eating for ten minutes, he asked me suddenly: ‘Do you like
The Lord of the Rings?’ I said I thought it was a masterpiece. Auden
smiled, ‘I somehow thought you would.” The manner softened
noticeably, and the lunch proceeded in a more relaxed atmosphere.

“It is true, as Peter S. Beagle remarked in his introduction to The
Tolkien Reader, that Tolkien admirers form a sort of club. Donald
Swann [who wrote the music for Poenzs and Songs of Middle Earth and
became a friend of Tolkien's] is another member — but that is
understandable, for his temperament is romantic and imaginative. It
is harder to understand why someone as ‘intellectual’ as Auden
should love Tolkien, while other highly intelligent people find him
somehow revolting. (When I mentioned to a friend — who is an
excellent critic — that I intended to write an essay on Tolkien, he
said: ‘Good, it’s about time somebody really exploded that bubble,’
taking it completely for granted that it would be an artack.) Angus
Wilson told me in 1956 that he thought that The Lord of the Rings was
a‘don’s whimsy’ (although he may have changed his mind since then)

Nevertheless, Tolkien’s books continued to sell well, and his
publishers encouraged him to prepare a book of poetry from The
Lord of the Rings for release in 1962. This he did with pleasure, since
it promised more money and little exertion; after all, most of it had
been written already, and only had to be selected and properl
introduced. That book became The Adventures of Tom Bombadil.
Allen & Unwin also encouraged Tolkien to write more about hob-
bits and Middle-earth, but Tolkien was primarily interested in re-
turning to his earlier works in order to prepare them for publication.
So it was that after more than 40 years, Tolkien took up again The
Silmarillion, the “prequel” to The Lord of the Rings. This task was to
continue to the end of his life.

One serious tactical mistake that Allen & Unwin made about The
Lord of the Rings was in greatly underestimating its audience. The
trilogy became an “underground” classic among science fiction and
fantasy readers, many of whom could not afford $15 or more for a
three-volume hardbound set. There had been a sizable paperback
market for the work almost immediately after its initial publication
in the mid-50’s, but no paperback edition was forthcoming. This
oversight by both Allen & Unwin and Houghton Mifflin created a
\lraacultclm that was filled by a less conservative publishing house, Ace

ooks.

There is still considerable difference of opinion about the “great
copyright controversy” over the American edition of The Lord of the
Rings. The only thing absolutely established is that the original
edition of The Lord of the Rings is not copyrighted in the United
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States, and is therefore in the public domain (which means that any
publishing house can issue it without having to pay royalties to
Tolkien’s heirs). According to Houghton Mifflin’s version, the com-
plicated and confusing American copyright law is really to blame.
They claim that before America joined the International Copyright
Convention, there had been various subsections of the law designed
to protect the American printing industry. One was known as the
“manufacturing clause,” and it stated that a publisher would fail to
establish American copyright if he imported more than 1,445
printed copies of a book from a foreign country. Houghton Mifflin
supposedly imported small numbers of The Lord of the Rings at first,
but when sales, and therefore demand, picked up, they ordered
more and more until they inadvertantly exceeded the maximum
limit by 555. The “restrictive and controversial” law automatically
went into force, and copyright was therefore never established.

On the other hand, Donald Wollheim, who was chief editor of
Ace Books at the time that Ace brought out an uncopyrighted
edition of The Lord of the Rings, lays responsibility at Houghton
Mifflin’s door. “They figured that it would only sell 500 copies or
less in this country, so they imported sheets and didn’t bother to
copyright it. Afterwards, they couldn’t sell it to a paperback house
under any circumstances because it had no copyright, and if ithadn’t
been for someone like Ace, The Lord of the Rings wouldn’t be in
paperback to this very day.

“It was very easy to see that the original edition was in the public
domain because it carries no copyright; that is the simple situation.
English copyright law is quite different from American copyright
law; American copyright law requires that a book should carry a
statement on the page following the title page: Copyright (the date
of publication), By (the name of the copyright owner). In England,
this is not required. When an American publisher imports printed
sheets from England and binds them here under his own imprint, he
must either overprint the Copyright, or else take out an ad interim
copyright that would give him 18 months in which to print an
American edition or lose copyright. But if you place a book on sale
without a copyright notice, it falls into the public domain im-
mediately, according to United States copyright law. The original
Houghton Mifflin edition is in the public domain, and anyone can
print it without asking permission or paying royalties.

“What they did after we published the Ace edition was to get
Professor Tolkien to revise the book, making little changes here and
there, and that’s what their copyright really covers: only slight revi-
sions.”

Ace Books was and still is a major paperback publisher of popular
science fiction (and were distinguished as such for many years be-
cause of their usually lurid covers and cheap prices). Wollheim, who
specializes in science fiction, knew about the underground popular-
ity of The Lord of the Rings and wanted to get the rights to publish it in
paperback for Ace Books. He quickly found out that the trilogy was
not copyrighted in the United States, and therefore began (accord-
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ing to him) lengthy and frustrating negotiations with Professor Tol-
kien through Allen & Unwin. Allen & Unwin was unenthusiastic,
and Tolkien did not respond at all.* When Wollheim finally advised
his publisher, A.A. Wyn, of the situation, Wyn told him that since
the trilogy was in the public domain, he should go ahead and publish
it. The Ace Books edition (minus the appendices), with suitably
sensational covers, went on sale in May, 1965.

Allen & Unwin became aware of the imminent publication of the
Ace Books edition, and decided to counter it by bringing out an
“authorized” paperback edition of their own. Ballantine Books was
selected to publish the work in paperback, not so much because of its
already established fantasy series (edited by Lin Carter), but because
Houghton Mifflin apparently had a considerable financial invest-
ment in Ballantine. They persuaded Tolkien to make various
changes in the main text, add information to the appendices, and
write a completely new introduction to The Lord of the Rings. (In
addition, the edition would carry a forward by the American writer
Peter S. Beagle) Tolkien wrote the introduction with some en-
thusiasm, since it gave him an opportunity to make various correc-
tions of unintentional errors that he, and other perceptive readers,
had noted.

[Material deleted for legal considerations.]

* Tolkien later claimed that he had  since Wollheim has nothing to gain
never been advised of the Aceedition  from fabricating the story of the
before publication, and that it had negotiations, and Tolkien had
come as a complete surprise and something to lose in admitting his
shock. That seems unlikely, however, foreknowledge.
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The Ace edition beat the Ballantine edition into print by almost
five months, during which time the initial printing of 50,000 com-
pletely sold out; within a year (during which time it competed against
the Ballantine edition) the Ace edition managed to sell an additional
150,000 complete copies of the trilogy, and this despite the fact that
it had neither index nor appendices, but rather, bad publicity and
considerable criticism; but the Ace edition was also more than a
dollar cheaper than the Ballantine edition.

Raynor Unwin condemned Ace’s action as “moral piracy,” but
took no legal action since none was possible. Tolkien himself was
publicly indignant, and states in the Ballantine edition that “I hope
that those who have read The Lord of the Rings with pleasure will not
think me ungrateful: to please readers was my main object, and to be
assured of this has been a great reward. Nonetheless, for all its
defects of omission and inclusion, it was the product of long labor,
and like a simple-minded hobbit I feel that it is, while I am still alive,
my property in justice unaffected by copyright laws. It seems to me a
grave discourtesy, to say no more, to issue my book without even a
polite note informing me of the project: dealings one might expect
of Saruman in his decay rather than from the defenders of the West.
However that may be, this paperback edition and no other has been
published with my consent and cooperation. Those who approve of
courtesy (at least) to living authors will purchase it and no other.
And if the many kind readers who have encouraged me with their
letters will add to their courtesy by referring friends or enquirers to
Ballantine Books, I shall be very grateful. To them, and to all who
have been pleased by this book, especially those Across the Water
for whom it is specially intended, I dedicate this volume.” But in
December, 1965, he relented slightly by admitting that “However,
there has been a great fuss in the press and on television about this
piracy, and it all adds up to rather good advertisement for my work.”

Ace’s publishing the work in paperback was probably the best
thing that ever happened to Tolkien. In a word, it “took off like a
rocket” (according to Donald Wollheim’s wife), revealing the un-
realized readership potential for an affordable edition of The Lord of
the Rings. Despite the official acrimony and the charge of moral
piracy, Tolkien profited handsomely from the entire affair. Techni-
cally, Ace Books didn’t have to give Tolkien a single penny for the
rights to his books, but A.A. Wyn decided to set aside all the money
that would have ordinarily gone to the author and establish a Tolkien
Prize, which would encourage young writers of science fiction and
fantasy. When Wollheim wrote to Tolkien of their intention to
apply the $11,000 that would have gone in royalties to a literary
prize in his name, Tolkien responded and asked for the money
himself. Since the agreement was between Ace and Tolkien, the
entire $11,000 went directly to the Professor. Ordinarily the author
and original publisher share 50-50 in any foreign rights; with three
publishers — Allen & Unwin, Houghton Mifflin, and Ballantine
Books — this meant that Tolkien received only 25% of the royalties
from the official American edition. Since no other publishers were
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involved with Ace, Tolkien received 100%. It is likely that Tolkien
publicly denied any knowledge of Ace’s intention prior to publica-
tion because he did not wish either to anger or to embarrass his own
publishers by going behind their backs in a technically legal but
ethically questionable maneuver. On the other hand, Tolkien knew
that Houghton Mifflin had muffed the American copyright through
negligence, and possibly felt little loyalty to them at the time and also
justif%ed in taking all the money for himself. After Ace Books paid
Professor Tolkien all the royalties due him, they received a letter
from him expressing his satisfaction with the outcome. Ace, stung
from adverse publicity, a boycott of their edition, and continuing
acrimony with Tolkien’s other publishers, announced that once the
current edition went out of print, they would not issue more.

By the end of 1965, The Lord of the Rings had become a dramatic
best-seller both in England and in America. Tolkien was propelled
from relative obscurity to world-wide fame; till then, his works had
brought him only modest affluence, but now they promised the
comtfortable wealth that had eluded him all his life. But the price he
was to pay for popular success was one he could not easily afford: the
loss of privacy. To a man like Tolkien, the celebrity status that the
public insisted on according him robbed him of time, peace of mind,
and the ability to work unhindered on his remaining life’s work, The
Silmarillion. To Tolkien, success turned out to be a terrible two-
edged sword.
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THE RECLUSE (1966-1973)

The Lord of the Rings burst on the campuses of American colleges
and universities like a rainstorm over a parched desert. Since the
early 60’s, when The American Dream had begun to turn into a
non-stop nightmare of presidential assassination, dirty wars in South
East Asia, black power tirades and white backlashes, urban riots and
campus disorders, large numbers of youth began to feel disaffection
with and alienation from the mainstream of contemporary life. The
vision of perfection that had enchanted a post-war generation —
shopping centers, suburban split-levels, two-car garages, and color
television sets — failed to satisfy their children; in fact, almost
everything about middle-class America became anathema to rebelli-
ous youth. At first, the great social issues of the decade attracted the
allegiance of the young, spearheaded by an almost fanatical idoliza-
tion of a youthful, dynamic president. The New Frontier meant the
Peace Corps, VISTA, Civil Rights, the war on poverty, The Test Ban
Treaty, and a man on the moon by the end of the decade. But after
John F. Kennedy was killed in Dallas came the disenchantment of
war, civil strife, social upheaval, government plots, and increasing
abuse of the environment. The disenchantment became alienation,
the alienation produced a polarity, and one extreme of that polarity
became manifest in the hippie movement, drug abuse, and student
protest.

Large numbers of intelligent, educated young Americans found
no pleasure in the present, no solace in the past, and little hope for
the future. “Be here now” and “do your own thing” reflected the
agonizing, hedonistic frenzy of a confused culture. A benign cyni-
cism towards existing institutions inspired a search for new gods: the
occult, mysticism, psychedelics, Eastern philosophy, ecology, and
back-to-the-land movements. Some found rootless answers and
temporary solutions, only to move on in deep dissatisfaction to a
new guru, a different movement, another relationship.

In ancient cultures mythology provided continuity from past to
present by creating acceptable points of reference that reassured one
that acts of hope and heroism were possible. In the West, mythology
was in large part superceded by organized religion. Religion pro-
vided gods, heroes, and hope for centuries until Darwin, Marx,
Freud, and the rise of modern industrialization and technology
fatally undercut its foundations. Religion was replaced by
nationalism, communism, materialism, and other temporary surro-
gates. But what was needed were new myths, believable gods, ac-
ceptable roots in the past.

Tolkien wrote The Lord of the Rings as an attempt to modernize the
old myths and make them credible. Apparently he succeeded
beyond his own expectations, because his work was so well written,
and his mythology so well constructed; but perhaps equally true is
that the modern need for a new mythology was so great. Dr. Clyde
Kilby, who worked with Tolkien in 1966, asked in the book Shadows
of Imagination: “Why is The Lord of the Rings so widely read today? At
a time when the world was perhaps never more in need of authentic
experience, this story seems to provide a pattern of it. A business-
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man in Oxford told me that when tired or out of sorts he went to The
Lord of the Rings for restoration. Lewis and various critics believe that
no book is more relevent to the human situation. W.H. Auden says it
‘holds up the mirror to the only nature we know, our own.” As for
myself, I was rereading The Lord of the Rings at the time of Winston
Churchill’s funeral [1965] and I felt a distinct parallel between the
two. For a few hours the trivia which normally absorbs us was
suspended and people experienced in common the meaning of
leadership, greatness, valor, time redolent of timelessness, and
common trials. Men became temporarily human and felt the life
within them and about. Their corporate life lived for a little and
made possible the sign of renewal after a realization such as occurs
only once or twice in a lifetime.

“For a century at least the world has been increasingly de-
mythologized. But such a condition is apparently alien to the real
nature of men. Now comes a writer such as John Ronald Reuel
Tolkien and, as a mythologizer, strangely warms our souls.”

Echoing Dr. Kilby’s thoughts is William Cater, an English jour-
nalist who came to know Tolkien well in his last years. “Ours is an
increasingly dehumanized age. Just as Mallory and his Arthurian
legends were needed in Victorian times, I am inclined to feel that
Tolkien will go on appealing to young people who are battered by
the realization that there are awful people in this world. The longings
of all of us are for a world simpler than the one we have got . . . .
There is a resemblance between The Lord of the Rings and the
American Western myth: extremes of good and evil, a world where
justice is swift and living is simple.”

Another perspective on why The Lord of the Rings had such a
fantastic appeal is found in critic Patricia Spacks’s essay in Tolkien
and the Critics: “One reason why The Lord of the Rings captivates
readers so diverse as W.H. Auden and Edmund Wilson’s eight
year-old daughter is that it creates a compellingly detailed and
authentic imaginary universe which seems an appealing alternative
to our own chaotic world. It is not the never-never land of science
fiction or James Bond, but a realm in which moral problems are
taken seriously and in which it is possible — not easy, but possible —
to make right decisions. Tolkien lavishes such loving detail on his
world that he encourages the willing suspension of disbelief; the
cultists try to maintain that suspension beyond the limits of the
book.” Writing in more down-to-earth language, Judith Crist ex-
plains why her own children became ardent Tolkien readers. “It’s all
far from the hot-rod, folk-rock image of the drug-inspired sensations
so many are seeking,” she wrote in the February, 1967, issue of
Ladies’ Home Journal, “and yet it isn’t, on reflection, surprising.
Didn’t we — in the midst of song sheets and Big Apples and
jitterbugging — retreat into Romance, for that is ﬁasically what
hobbit history is? True, we pursued it, in our post-fairy-tale days,
through the Aeneid and the Odyssey and the Idylls of the King and
Scott’s novels — and none of these is fashionable and few are
required reading any more. Tolkien explains he has ‘tried to moder-
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nize the myths and make them credible’ — as well as readable for a
generation used to facile speech.

“More important, no youngster is going to believe in a beautiful
knight on a white charger whose strength is as the strength of ten
because his heart is pure. He knows too much history and/or sociol-
ogy, alas, to find knighthood enchanting in the feudal backgrounds
and to dream of Greek heroes and of gods who walked on the earth.
But give him hobbits — and he can escape to a never-never world
that satisfies his 20th century mind, because the world is meticu-
lously constructed, from alphabet to topography to folk song to
political structure to smoking habits.”

But perhaps the most revealing insight about T'he Lord of the Rings’
popularity comes from Tolkien’s own son Michael, to whom Tolkien
once wrote that “you are one of the few people who really know
what The Lord of the Rings is about.” “To me at least,” Michael
Tolkien says, “there is nothing mysterious behind the scale and
extent of the appeal of my father’s writing; his genius has simply
answered the call of people of any age or temperament most wearied
by the ugliness, the speed, the shoddy values, the slick philosophies
which have been given them as dreary substitutions for the beauty,
the sense of mystery, exitement, adventure, heroism and joy with-
out which the very soul of man begins to wither and die within him.”

For these, and for whatever other reasons a book becomes a
best-seller, the paperback edition of The Lord of the Rings was on its
way to becoming one of the most popular works of fiction in Ameri-
can history almost the moment it was released. By the end of 1968,
Tolkien’s publishers estimated that more than 50 million people had
read his work, not only in America and England, but in those other
countries where it had been translated or offered for sale. They
based that estimate on the more than 5 million sets that had been
already sold throughout the world, and popular knowledge that the
phenomenonal work was being passed from hand to hand many
times by those who wanted their friends to read it. At the Harvard
Coop in Cambridge, Massachusetts, the trilogy was in such demand
that stacks of the books were placed at the check-out counter rather
than in the book section; the Yale Co-op could barely keep the work
in stock; both stores reported that sales were unprecedented, eclip-
sing such popular writers as Kurt Vonnegut, Jr., William Golding,
Robert Knowles, and even J.D. Salinger. Sales on most college and
university campuses were so brisk that Ian Ballantine, president of
Ballantine Books, thought that “somehow college kids have man-
aged to get word to each other that' this is the thing.” Even The
Hobbit, which had always sold well as a children’s book, found its way
to the adult book section and sold more than 1 million copies less
than 18 months after Ballantine released the revised version in
paperback. When the initial enthusiasm on campus didn’t die down
after the season ended, Fred Cody, manager of the college book
Ztore at Berkeley, said “this is more than a campus fad; it’s like adrug

ream.

That The Lord of the Rings was much more than simply another

130



best-selling novel is apparent from the fantastic response it gener-
ated wherever it was read. Graffiti such as SUPPORT YOUR
LOCAL HOBBIT, GANDALF FOR PRESIDENT, FRODO
LIVES! and READING TOLKIEN CAN BE HOBBIT FORM-
ING appeared everywhere from subway trains in New York City to
lapel badges in Shiprock, New Mexico. Kids greeted one another
with the hobbit epithet, “May the hair on your toes never grow less,”
and Tolkien’s made-up word “mathom” (meaning an object one
saves but does not use) began to enter the language through com-
mon usage. Some of the comments that The Lord of the Rings
generated are:

* A mother packing the trilogy in her child’s luggage said “to go
to college without Tolkien is like going without sneakers.”

* “At Erasmus High, anyone who wants to be sophisticated or
snobbish feels he has to read The Lord of the Rings.”

* “Once you've read it, you have something in common with
other people who have read it.”

* A high school student said, “I was /iving in The Lord of the Rings
all last year. It was my world. I wrote my notes in Elvish. I doodle
in Elvish. It’s a means of expression.”

* “Young people today are interested in working out the con-
flict of good and evil. Here it is worked out for them.”

* “I started reading it when a group of people started writing
phrases like FRODO LIVES all over the walls. I just wanted to
find out what they were talking about, and then, once I got
started, I was filled with awe.”

* It was a “ritual of passing,” according to a student at Bryn
Mawr College, where “all the nicest people” read and discussed
Tolkien.

* A studentasked to write a paper on the trilogy told his instruc-
tor, “I can’t write on Tolkien’s works. I enjoy them too much.
Sometimes I need to escape from the present world and simply
enjoy the fantasy.”

* A letter from an office manager to Tolkien started, “Damn
you! My entire staff is reading yoxr book!”

In the early part of this century, a British doctor of medicine
named Arthur Conan Doyle became one of the most popular writers
in the English-speaking world with the invention of his famous
detective character, Sherlock Holmes. In time, the number of
Holmes addicts became legend, and whenever literary-minded
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friends got together to talk, conversation inevitably drifted to the
great master who lived at 221b Baker Street. The favorite form that
such learned and enthusiastic conversation took was to pretend that
Sherlock Holmes was a real flesh-and-blood person, and that
Doyle’s novels were shamelessly stolen from the mythical Dr.
Watson's private notebooks. The conversation eventually turned
into scholarship, the informal meetings became formal clubs and
societies, and many thousands of distinguished lawyers, doctors,
businessmen, and others from professional walks of life became
members of Holmes’s “Baker Street Irregulars.” Even today, there
are still hundreds of chapters of the Baker Street Irregulars
throughout the world that meet to discuss, honor, and even “assist”
Sherlock Holmes.

The literary phenomenon generated by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle
found its counterpart in what happened after publication of T'he Lord
of the Rings. At first, small gatherings of friends or fellow students
met together in informal study groups to talk Tolkien. Such literary
get-togethers are not uncommon among hard-core science
fiction/fantasy readers, although they tend to discuss #ypes of science
fiction (such as “swords and sorcerers” or time travel) rather than
specific authors. Tolkien seems to have been the exception.

The first formal Tolkien Society came about through the odd
medium of subway graffiti in February, 1965. A brilliant 15 year-old
Brooklyn high school student named Richard Plotz had been attend-
ing Saturday morning science classes at Columbia University in the
Bronx, and happened to see “something written in Elvish on a poster
in the station. It had to be Elvish, but I didn’t believe it. Who could
write things in Elvish? The next week the writing was gone, but
someone had written BILBO BAGGINS IS PROBABLY A FAKE
on another poster.” The running dialogue between unknown Tol-
kien addicts continued for some weeks until Plotz impulsively scrib-
bled “TOLKIEN CLUB MEETS AT ALMA MATER STATUE [on
the Columbia University campus], 2:00, FEBRUARY FIFTH.” A
week later, six students — none of whom knew one another —
braved the 20° weather and met beneath the statue for an hour to
talk Tolkien. Afterwards, they urged Plotz to continue. Incidentally,
“the subway writing still continued; none of those people had been
writing it! I realized that Tolkien was a force to be reckoned with, so
I put an ad in the New Republic that said ‘Discuss hobbit lore and
learn Elvish,  and signed it Frodo, with my address. My first reply was
from a man in Norman, Oklahoma, who was doing his doctoral
thesis on the names in Tolkien’s books; I got about seventy letters.”

Plotz began organizing the Tolkien Club, which later became the
Tolkien Society of America. The group met monthly in each other’s
homes (at first in New York, where most of the original members
lived, and then at various chapters throughout the country) to talk
about Middle-earth geneologies, hobbit lore, the religious elements
in the Ring, etc. Some members would try to speak in Elvish or other
Middle-earth tongues, and hobbit food like mushrooms and cider
would be served as everyone lit up pipes. “We eat hobbit food, but
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basically, when we get together, it’s an ordinary meeting-type setup.
Our members are doctors, teachers, lawyers, army officers, house-
wives and businessmen, as well as students. Until the last time, we've
always met at my house, and sat around on the floor talking about the
theogony and the geography of Middle-earth and things like that. Of
course, every once in awhile, someone may charge someone else
with an imaginary sword, crying ‘Elbereth Githoniel,” which is the
name of a princess of old and a very power-giving thing to say.”
Sometimes they managed to persuade a noted critic or even personal
friend of Tolkien's to address the group; W.A. Auden once attended
a meeting in Plotz’s apartment. Plotz wrote to Tolkien to ask him to
join; Tolkien, although flattered, was hesitant for some time, not
wanting to be associated with a group wishing to bestow adulation on
him. He later relented and joined, and even permitted Plotz to
interview him in England for a large circulation American magazine.
Each member took a Middle-earth name for himself,* such as Gan-
dalf, Druin, Scatha, or even Wormtongue, and was addressed as such
at the meetings. Besides amusing and educating each other in
Tolkien’s mythology, many members also traded in Tolkien
memorabilia, such as first editions of The Lord of the Rings, hand-
lettered Elvish scrolls, Middle-earth “mathoms,” and even hand-
emblroidered beanies that read ONE RING TO RULE THEM ALL
in Elvish.

After the Ballantine edition made Tolkien universally popular,
membership in the fledgling Tolkien Society of America grew to
more than 2,000 persons from every state in the union. Ballantine
naturally encouraged the Society, since it added favorable publicity
and therefore aided sales; it does not appear likely, however, that the
Society was created by Ballantine merely as a publicity stunt (as
Donald Waldheim of Ace Books has implied to this writer). What is
probable is that Ballantine gave the Tolkien Society some material
assistance, such as postage, stationery, etc., in soliciting new mem-
bers. Once The Lord of the Rings achieved such widespread popular-
ity, a large number of Middle-earth spinoffs emerged both in
America and in England. For example, in Southern California, 150
Tolkien fans gathered in a park to celebrate Bilbo’s birthday, under
the auspices of Diana Paxton, a graduate student at Berkeley, who
organized “The Elves, Gnomes and Little Men Science-Fiction and
Fantasy Chowder and Marching Society” (to include some of her
favorite interests). Everyone came dressed as a character from Tol-
kien — with Middle-earth names, of course — and honored Bilbo
with games, Elvish songs, mock battles, hobbit cookies, and malt
cider. The picnic was so successful that those present decided to hold
another festival in the spring, ostensibly to celebrate the destruction
of the Ring. It too was in costume, and included a mushroom roll
contest and a formal ceremony in which a mock ring was burned in a

* Even Tolkien and his wife had from The Silmarillion. W.A. Auden’s
Middle-earth names; Tolkien’s was Middle-earth name was Gimli the
Berenand Edith’s was Luthien, lovers  dwarf.

133



fire. In 1967 a school teacher named Glen GoodKnight decided not
only to make Bilbo’s birthday and the destruction of the Ring annual
events, but to organize a society to discuss the works of Tolkien, C.S.
Lewis, and Charles Williams. He called it the Mythopoeic Society,
and from its initial membership of 15, it has grown to 1,200 mem-
bers in approximately 30 chapters throughout the country. Besides
the picnics, the Mythopoeic Society sponsors an annual convention
called “Mythcon” at Scripps College (which begins with a pageant
costume parade on campus) at which films, an art show, an auction,
and the presentation of an award for the best piece of scholarship on
one of the “Oxford Christians” is given.

In 1972, when the current president of the Tolkien Society of
America, Ed Meskys, began to lose his eyesight, he approached Glen
GoodKnight of the Mythopoeic Society and suggested that the two
organizations merge before he became totally blind. The
Mythopoeic Society is now the only major national organization
devcl){ted to the study, enjoyment, and dissemination of Tolkien’s
works.

The next major Tolkien society to establish itself was the British
Tolkien Society. In 1966, Allen & Unwin finally released The Lord of
the Rings in a one-volume paperback edition, whereupon it sold an
unprecedented 14,000 copies in just three weeks (it continues to sell
at a rate of 100,000 copies a year in Great Britain). Tolkien study
groups sprung up at several English universities, but the British
Tolkien Society became formally established only in 1968 when
fantasy writer, Female Mason, and Druid Pendragon Vera Chapman
placed an advertisement in the New Statesman calling for members.
“There has been a Tolkien Society of America for some time, and I
joined that. But I used to think that there ought to be a Tolkien
Society in Britain, and if nobody else would start it, I'd better do
something about it. So I just put an advertisement in the New
Statesman and all the rest followed that. I got many, many replies,
and we finally held a meeting at University College, London, which
was well attended; we called it a Hobbit Sock, and many members
came from it. Since then, we've lost some of those we first had, but
some have persisted, and of course new members are always join-
ing.

Vera Chapman — who was, incidentally, one of the first females to
receive an Oxford degree from Lady Margaret Hall back in the
1920’s — became the Society’s first secretary, rather than its presi-
dent, since that title was bestowed upon Tolkien himself. (After his
father’s death in 1973, Michael Tolkien asked that his father be
made honorary president in perpetuum of the Society, which was
immediately done.) Like their American counterpart, the British
Tolkien Society meets monthly (at a London pub) to talk Tolkien;
they also sponsor an annual “Oxonmoot” (after the Entmoot, the
formal council of Ents held in Fanghorn Forest in The Lord of the
Rings), a weekend in Oxford during which members visit Tolkien'’s
favorite haunts, and a yearly Society dinner. (At one recent dinner
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honoring Priscilla Tolkien, members were served “Elvish Boats of
melon,” “Soup Ithilien,” “Turkey from the Shire with vegetables
from Sam’s garden,” “Pudding of Yule for the Man in the Moon,
with Brandywine Sauce,” “Mints Lambas,” and “Gandalf’s Brew.”)

Another literary phenomenon created by Tolkien’s trilogy was
the “fanzine”: that is, a magazine or printed publication devoted to
Tolkien comment, criticism, and scholarship. Since 1965, no less
than 30 fanzines have been published for at least one issue, featuring
articles such as “The Hereditary Pattern of Immortality in Elf-
Human Crosses,” learned analyses of the Elvish language, limited
attempts to write original hobbit stories, small biographical squibs
on Tolkien, interviews with Tolkien scholars, reports of Tolkien
conferences or picnics, made-up Middle-earth poetry, imaginative
illustrations inspired by The Lord of the Rings, and articles speculating
on the “meaning” of the trilogy. Some of the magazines have been
(and still are) quite serious, with well-known literary scholars as
contributors; others have been produced with little more than
amateur enthusiasm and an available mimeograph machine. Most
have circulations of 100 or less and last only one issue; on the other
hand, a few have circulations above 1,000 (one has 2,500) and have
been publishing regularly for years. Some of the titles of the fanzines
are: Entmoot, I Palantir, Green Dragon, The Middle Earthworm, the
Mallon, the Nazgil, the Mathom, Mythlore, Mythprint, the Tolkien
Journal, Para Eldalamberon, and Mythril. No one is quite certain
precisely how many Tolkien journals and newsletters have been
produced to date (Vera Chapman of the British Tolkien Society
thinks there have been more than 50), but there is a brisk trade
among hard-core Tolkien addicts who try to collect them all.

Serious interest in Tolkien — by both scholars and literate
amateur enthusiasts — has led to a relatively large number of con-
tributions to scholarly journals, academic and popular books of
literary criticism, and several conferences devoted to discussion of
Tolkien’s works. The most important conferences were the “Myth-
cons” held by the Mythopoeic Society and the 1966 Tolkien Con-
ference at Mankato State College in Minnesota; from the latter came
several books and anthologies devoted to literary criticism of
Tolkien’s works. A few of these books, papers, and transcripts of
conference proceedings reached Tolkien, and his lack of apprecia-
tion was notable. He was puzzled by popularity, offended at the
critics’ attempts to analyze his work, and avoided any temptation
either to join in or to respond to those who wanted to apply literary
criticism to The Lord of the Rings. About such books and papers,
Tolkien said, “They are very bad, most of them; they are all either
psychological analyses or they try to go into sources, and I think
most of them are rather vain efforts.”

During a 1964 radio interview, Tolkien dismissed the possibility
that The Lord of the Rings might become a classic in his own lifetime,
adding that it would somehow be wrong if such happened. Tolkien
was wrong, of course; the trilogy did become a classic before his
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death, and 1ts author a reluctant literary lion. With fame came
popularity, and with popularity came all manner of offers, requests,
demands, and infringements. By 1967 Tolkien was besieged by
toymakers, soap manufacturers, movie companies, and other busi-
ness enterpreneurs who wanted to cash in on the hobbit craze; he
turned all of them down, and when they refused to go away, he asked
that his publisher, Allen & Unwin, insulate him from such intrusions
on his privacy. Also, the mail bag began to bulge with an average of
more than 200 letters each week from devoted readers; they praised
the work; asked questions about the possible significance of certain
characters or incidents; criticized him for imagined lapses or stylistic
weaknesses; asked for old pipes, locks of hair, discarded pages of
manuscripts, or other personal mementoes; or pleaded for a per-
sonal audience and even that he accept them as students or appren-
tices. An insight into what this flood of mail was like is given by Joy
Hill of Allen & Unwin, who was responsible for opening and sorting
out the letters and packages sent to Tolkien: “They came from all
over the world, they came in English, French, Spanish, German,
Italian and Elvish, they came in conventional and psychedelic en-
velopes, they came in packets and with gifts, they arrived three times
aday six days a week, they have been arriving for years and they are
still coming; the trickle has become a stream, a river, a flood . . . .
“They send questions galore, even parcels of them, some ‘to be
opened only when the author has completed his next book.” “Why
did you kill. . .?” “What was the reason for . . .?’ ‘Is there a connection
...?2'What happened to . . .?" ‘I am asking you with tears in my eyes
to take me on as a student.’ ‘Please call me first thing in the morning
our time on the 21st.” ‘T am crazy about you.” ‘I am reading your
eautiful story and still weeping.’ ‘The prose can only be compared
to the King James Bible.” ‘Admit Middle-earth to the U.N."”
The letters came from such diverse places as the White House
(President Johnson’s daughter Lynda Bird asking for an autograph),
royalty, composers wishing to set Tolkien’s works to music, blind
octogenarians, and prisoners. One of the letters Tolkien received
was from a young girl in a mental institution who said that reading
The Lord of the Rings had given her nightmares. Tolkien asked Joy
Hill to investigate, found that it was true, and wrote several letters of
encouragement to her. Apparently this significantly helped in her
recovery, and she was eventually released. Tolkien felt gratified
when he received Christmas cards from her. But in addition to the
letters came the endless telephone calls. Admirers used to call
Oxford at all hours of the day and night to ask questions or make
requests; the calls continued even after Tolkien changed to an
unlisted number. The most disturbing calls were those in the middle
of the night, invariably transatlantic calls from American teenagers
who mistakenly thought that British time was six hours bebind, not
ahead, of Eastern Standard Time. Inevitably, a stream of uninvited
and unannounced visitors made the pilgrimage to Oxford in an
attempt to see and speak to Tolkien. According to a spokesman at
Allen & Unwin, “It was terrible. People were waylaying him on the
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way to church, microphones were being pushed through the letter-
box, fans kept ringing him in the middle of the night, Americans
arrived with cameras . . . they made his life hell.”

Tolkien was both surprised and amused at the “lunatic fringe” who
made The Lord of the Rings a cult book, but later, amusement turned
to anger when his privacy was continually threatened. On the other
hand, he was absolutely delighted at how his mythology had been
incorporated into other mythologies. For example, an American
Green Beret officer serving in South East Asia made an unofficial
translation of The Lord of the Rings into Vietnamese for high ranking
Vietnamese officers. General Loc, the commander of the Viet-
namese II Corps, was so impressed by it that he chose the lidless eye
of Sauron on a shield for his battle insignia, thinking that it would
frighten the superstitious enemy.

Tolkien was also reportedly pleased when he heard that one of his
poems from The Adventures of Tom Bombadil — “Errantry” — had
been published in a school paper, and then had been torn out,
re-copied, and passed around in many forms until it had become an
“anonymous” poem. Another story that gave him gratification was
hearing how his mythology had been applied by some American
students. “Many young Americans are involved in the stories in a
way that I am not. But they do use this sometimes as a means against
some abomination. There was one campus — I forget which —
where the council of the university pulled down a very pleasant little
grove of trees to make way for what they called a ‘culture center’ out
of some sort of concrete blocks. The students were outraged. They
wrote ANOTHER BIT OF MORDOR on it.”

By 1967 The Lord of the Rings had been printed in nine languages
(that number has now grown to twelve), and total volume sales had
passed the 10 million mark. This meant that for the first time in his
life, Tolkien had more money than he could possibly spend. But
being affluent did little to change the Tolkiens’ outward style of
living: no mansions, limousines, servants, diamond rings, or
around-the-world yacht voyages; apparently most of the money
went into a trust fund for the family, to be used after Tolkien’s death.
Whereas before Tolkien frequently complained about the low
salaries that professors received, he began to complain about the
outrageous taxes that wealthy persons had to pay. (Tolkien said, “I
don’t seem to have much more money than I did when I was a
professor, but I do pay 18/3 tax in the pound [$2.19 out of every
$2.40, the highest tax bracket in England] now.” Money seems to
have been the primary reason Tolkien apparently reversed himself
on permitting The Lord of the Rings to be filmed. In 1964 he told an
interviewer that he wouldn’t like to see the trilogy made into a
movie, pointing out that “you can’t cramp narrative into dramatic
form. It would be easier to film the Oddyssey; much less happens in it
— only a few storms.” (A 17 year-old American girl once wrote to
Tolkien pleading “don’t let them make a movie out of your The Lord
of the Rings. It would be like putting Disneyland in the Grand
Canyon.”) Shortly afterwards, in 19606, he sold the rights to the BBC
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to televise a dramatic adaptation of The Lord of the Rings (such as the
multi-part literary dramatizations on Masterpiece Theatre); it was
never produced, however.

When the trilogy became world famous, Tolkien was approached
by a number of film companies through Allen & Unwin to obtain the
rights to film his book. At that time, Tolkien still had strong reserva-
tions about filming his work and attached all sorts of artistic condi-
tions to the rights. In a letter to his Polish friend Professor Mrocz-
kowski, Tolkien recounted his negotiating experience, and proudly
said, “I gave him [the producer] no sparing language.” Apparently
the conditions were more than the producer had bargained for, and
the deal was never consummated. But by October 1969, Tolkien
had considerably changed his position and sold the rights to United
Artists for a “very high” price. (Italso has not been produced; at first
United Artists said it could not decide whether to film it with live
actors or use animation, and later, all publicity news about the
production progress fell uncharacteristically silent. It is not known
whether a film version of The Lord of the Rings will ever be made,
given the technical and financial problems.)

The year 1966 proved a mixed one for Tolkien. Success had
brought wealth and literary recognition, but also harassment and
interruption. The copyright controversy, carried over from 1965,
still upset Tolkien, as did his wife Edith’s continuing ill health. When
an interviewer asked him about the progress of The Siimarillion,
Tolkien answered, “As for my new book, heaven knows when I shall
finish it. Six months is a long time to lose at my age [supposedly over
the copyright acrimony]. I am also delayed because I can get no
domestic help and my wife is ill.”

Although in ill health, Edith Tolkien was able to attend a private
golden wedding anniversary at the Merton Senior Common Room
on March 22, 1966, with Tolkien, the family, and a large number of
friends and academic associates. Their marriage had been long,
happy, and fruitful, and the original love they had felt for one
another had continued through the years; when Edith finally died in
1971 at the age of 81, Tolkien mourned her passing with such
intensity that he refused to take off his gold wedding ring, still
considering himself married. At the wedding anniversary celebra-
tion, a 43-year-old composer of popular musical revues gave the
couple a unique present: a series of Tolkien’s poems set to music.

Donald Swann, best-known as the composer of the musical re-
vues, At the Drop of 2 Hat and At the Drop of Another Hat, first read
The Lord of the Rings sometime around 1960 (at his wife’s insistence),
and continued to reread it at least once a year. “But when we wenton
tour we found the books were too heavy to take by air; and my wife
suggested that I copy out some of the lyrics.” Swann began setting
some of Tolkien’s poems to music when he was staying with Quaker
friends ata boys’ school in Ramahlah, Jordan, just outside Jerusalem.
The first six songs were composed on a huge Steinway grand —
which Swann speculated was the only such instrument in all Jordan
—and the rest written in Europe and America. According to Swann,
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“the settings are in my own style, a sort of mixture of art song, ballad
and folk-song — right down the middle. The poems themselves are
most moving and attractive and have a context outside the books:
good poetry in the Georgian style.” The music is for solo tenor with
piano accompaniment; this delighted Edith Tolkien, since she was an
excellent pianist and could play the songs herself (perhaps with
Tolkien attempting to sing).

Allen & Unwin arranged Swann’s surprise concert at the anniver-
sary party, with the composer at the piano and the tenor part sung by
Michael Flanders, then appearing in At the Drop of Another Hat on
the London stage. Tolkien appeared both flattered and awed by the
music; when the concert concluded, all he could say in uncharacteris-
tic humbleness was “the words are unworthy of the music.” Ac-
cording to Swann, “Professor Tolkien seemed to like it, and thought
it brought out the words. But he took exception to the one in Elvish:
he already had a tune for it in his own mind, and hummed it—a sort
of Gregorian chant, which I've adapted.”

After the anniversary, Tolkien and Swann got together to talk
about the possibility of both publishing a songbook and recording a
record album. He quickly gave his permission for Swann to use the
music for public recital, and indeed, the hobbit song “I Sit Beside the
Fire” was inserted in a Boston performance of At the Drop of a Hat.
For the concerts — and later, the record album — Swann recruited a
recent graduate of the Royal Academy of Music with the fantastically
appropriate name of William Elven. Tolkien and Swann apparently
developed a great rapport, and eventually, a friendship, during the
course of their collaboration. When Tolkien disagreed with Swann’s
version of the Elvish song because it didn’t match the melody in his
head, Swann asked the Professor to chant it as he thought it should
be. The composer, after hearing it several times, whipped out a pen
and copied it down, later adding his own accompaniment, also in the
Gregorian manner. Once the song was finished, Tolkien instructed
Elven on the correct way to chant Elvish, taking special care with
proper pronounciation (especially how to roll the “Rs”). After se-
veral sessions perfecting and practicing the songs, Swann and Elven
gave the first public performances at the Lakeland Theatre in Cum-
berland, England, in May and June of 1966. The concerts were
tremendous successes, and Swann and Elven were invited to per-
form as part of the Camden (London) Festival that summer. This led
to an appearance on the BBC “Today” program, as well as other
concerts throughout the country.

Tolkien and Swann agreed also to collaborate on a song-book and
record album, for Allen & Unwin and Caedman Records respec-
tively. The book, The Road G oes Ever On: A Song Cycle, was published
by Allen & Unwin and Houghton Mifflin in 1967. In the introduc-
tion, Donald Swann recounts an encounter he had with a hard-core
Tolkien addict: “I was playing over the songs in this book to Dick
Plotz, the president of the Tolkien Society of America, and he said
‘It must be hard to write new tunes for these poems when there are
already existing ones.” I was non-plussed by this for a moment, and
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there was a short silence. “‘Where?’ I said. ‘In Middle-earth,” he
replied.” The Caedman record was also released in that year (al-
though the official party honoring the two collaborators wasn’t held
until March, 1968), and was titled The Road Goes Ever On. Tolkien
directly contributed to the album by reading some of his own works.

Although there was more than 30 years’ age difference between
the two, Tolkien and Swann became friends, above and beyond their
professional collaboration. Donald Swann shared many interests and
a common background with Tolkien: Swann had been a public
school alumnus, and an honors student at Christ Church, Oxford,
with a degree in Russian and Modern Greek. Later, Swann and his
wife would periodically visit Tolkien; their relationship was never
intimate, but it was close enough, and Swann is now writing a book
about Professor Tolkien for Allen & Unwin.

On November 24, 1966, the Royal Society of Literature paid
Tolkien its highest honor by awarding him the Benson Medal for
writing The Lord of the Rings. (Tolkien was himself a Fellow of the
Royal Society of Literature.) The Benson Medal (after A.C. Benson,
Master of Magdalen College, who endowed it,) is England’s most
prestigious literary award, comparable to America’s Pulitzer Prize,
or the International Publishers’ Prize. Past recipients include such
distinguished authors as Lytton Strachey, George Santayana, Dame
Edith Sitlwell, E.M. Forster, and Harold Nicholson.

Now in his 70’s, Tolkien began to feel the effects both of age and
of an increasing distance from the modern world. To an interviewer
_ he said, “I'm an old man now, and I've got a short working day. 1
cannot go on working until two, as I used to.” And in a letter dated
February 2, 1967, he expressed concern about “my wife’s ill health
and my own weariness,” and complained about all the respon-
sibilities and commitments that were tiring him when he said, “I have
far too much to do.” He also noted in an interview some sort of
personal accommodation to progress — which he had always hated
— when he admitted that “England’s a small island with a large
population, and it’s getting bigger all the time. You have to build up.
Either you build in the city and get uglier cities, or you destroy the
countryside.” He sadly lamented that “there’s no choice.”

“A person my age is exactly the kind of person who has lived
through one of those quickly changing periods known to history.
The world’s a totally different place now, at a speed that anyone over
seventy years surely now feels. Surely there has never been so much
in seventy years:

The old order changeth

Yielding to the new

And God fulfills Himself in many ways.”

After 1965, Tolkien was hard-pressed to preserve the privacy so
essential to him for creative work. He dealt with the problems of
correspondence and interviews on a catch-as-catch-can basis that was
anything except orderly. He would write 10-page letters to persis-
tent admirers to explain why it was impossible for him to answer
their letters. He dropped correspondence even with old friends, and
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often lost contact with them altogether.* In time, the unanswered
mail piled up and the constant interruptions meant little time for
writing and no time for reading (Tolkien complained that he never
had the time to read all the fairy-stories that he wanted to). In
desperation, Tolkien finally asked his publisher to provide some sort
of relief and assistance; otherwise, he would never finish The
Silmarillion. Since Tolkien was by that time Allen & Unwin’s most
successful moneymaking author, and the financial interest in The
Silmarillion was enormous, they acceeded and appointed a young
employee named Joy Hill to act as the Professor’s parttime secretary
and personal assistant.

At first Joy Hill did not view her new appointment with pleasure;
according to her own recollection the emotion was more one of
terror. That was because the subject of Tolkien and The Lord of the
Rings came up in conversation almost every day in the office, as did
constant reminders, in the form of letters, parcels, gifts, telephone
calls, and personal visits from his admirers; all this made him more
than human — a demi-god, an avatar. Ms. Hill’s first visit to the
Tolkien house in Headington was to bring to him some of the
accumulated mail; she feared this visit, not only because of the aura
of greatness around him, but because she was virtually the only
person at Allen & Unwin who had never read The Lord of the Rings.
When Tolkien asked her the inevitable question as to what she
thought about the book, there was a pause, followed by silence.
“Why not!” Tolkien boomed when he finally realized that she had not
read it. She explained that ever since joining the firm, she had been
oversaturated with Tolkien and The Lord of the Rings, and it had all
turned her off. Tolkien chuckled at her confession and murmured
“quite right too.” She did manage to read the trilogy before her
second visit, however.

In February, 1968, Tolkien was finally persuaded to permit the
BBC to make a documentary film about him. This represented quite
a concession, since Tolkien had become almost completely inacces-
sible to the media. (Even the L/fe magazine writer had been turned
away at the door, and had to console himself with an interview with
Prime Minister Harold Wilson, who was apparently easier to see
than the Oxford professor.) The director of the three-man camera
crew was a talented young Oxford graduate named Leslie Megahey,
who also happened to be an avid Tolkien fan. In an interview with
the Oxford Mai/, Megahey explained what he hoped to accomplish
by filming Tolkien: “The scope of the subject is simply enormous,
and it would have been stupid and impossible to show the whole
image of Professor Tolkien’s work. That is why we chose to film him
in his academic settings in Oxford, to show the man behind the
marvelous epic living in his own environment, chatting at his home
about his work, wandering around his old college, Merton, and to
intersplice the interviews with things that illustrate the special qual-

* When Allen Barnett and his wife city; several days later they learned
Sarah visited Oxford to see Tolkien,  that he was indeed home, but simply
they were told he was no longer in the seeing neither friend nor stranger.
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ities of his work, like the light and magic of the firework display.”
[Part of the documentary had been filmed at the Dragon School for
boys, with Tolkien and the students watching a bonfire and
fireworks.]

“I've shot miles and miles of film this week — much more than I
can use. But Professor Tolkien has never been recorded on film
before and I thought it was important to get as much as we could of
him for the archives. There’s tremendous interest in him. Since we
started preparing this program, we've had inquiries coming in from
[television stations and networks] all over the world [for permission
to broadcast it in their countries].

Tolkien did not enjoy being filmed, however; he though it artifi-
cial and contrived. “They filmed me at my fireside where I don’t sit,
with a glass of beer at my elbow, which I don’t drink. [!] It’s all rather
bogus — like that show at the Dragon School, which they ca<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>