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INTRODUCTION: THE MAN
AND THE MYTH


The Lord of the Rings was the must-read trilogy of 1960s’ counterculture that has now reached a vast new audience through the cinema. But it was written by a middle-aged Oxford don, a veteran of the First World War – very much a pillar of the establishment. An authority on Anglo-Saxon, Middle English and Chaucer, John Ronald Reuel Tolkien was a gentle, blue-eyed man who dressed in tweeds, smoked a pipe, liked to take walks and rode an old bicycle. He could hardly be more different from his readers.


Tolkien did not come from Middle-earth but, rather, Middle England, though he was, in fact, born in South Africa. Returning to England at the age of four, he settled in the Midlands. His mother then died when he was twelve. The ward of a Catholic priest, he went up to Oxford to study Classics, but switched his course to English Language and Literature. After graduating with first-class honours, he joined the Lancashire Fusiliers and saw action in the First Battle of the Somme in 1916, an experience that coloured the huge battles that take place in Middle-earth. He developed a secret code to get around military censorship to communicate with his wife. By 1918, most of his friends were dead.


After the war, he went to work at the Oxford English Dictionary, researching the history and etymology of words of Germanic origin beginning with the letter W. As Professor of English at Leeds University, he produced A Middle English Vocabulary and a definitive edition of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight with fellow philologist E. V. Gordon, both works becoming academic standards. He also translated the Middle-English poems Sir Gawain, Pearl and Sir Orfeo. In 1925, he returned to Oxford as Professor of Anglo-Saxon at Pembroke College, where he came to academic prominence for his lecture on the epic poem Beowulf, which has been widely reprinted. In 1945, he moved to Merton College to become Professor of English Language and Literature.


He began to write The Hobbit in the late 1920s to relieve the boredom of marking exam papers, telling the story to his four children. Fellow don and author C.S. Lewis suggested that he submit it for publication to Allen & Unwin. It was accepted and published in 1937, with the American edition winning the New York Herald Tribune prize as best children’s book the following year.


In 1938, Tolkien began The Lord of the Rings to illustrate a lecture on fairy tales. It took fourteen years to complete and is filled with verbal jokes, strange alphabets, names from the Norse, Anglo-Saxon and Welsh. For its story, it calls on the legend of The Ring of the Nibelung and the early Scandinavian classic The Elder Edda, among other works of folklore. When The Lord of the Rings was published in the fifties, it was damned by the critics. The London Observer called it ‘sheer escapist literature . . . dull, ill-written and whimsical’ and expressed the wish that Tolkien’s work would soon pass into ‘merciful oblivion’.


Tolkien did not see what was wrong with escapism in a world full of factories, bombs and machine-guns. He said: ‘Fantasy is escapist, and that is its glory. If a soldier is imprisoned by the enemy, don’t we consider it his duty to escape? . . . If we value the freedom of mind and soul, if we’re partisans of liberty, then it’s our plain duty to escape, and to take as many people with us as we can!’


Other prisoners of reality seized the opportunity. In the United States, The Lord of the Rings trilogy in hardback was a Book-of-the-Month Club Selection and the paperback sold a quarter of a million copies in ten months. By the late sixties, fan clubs were sprouting up all over America and members of the cult – many of them students – decorated their walls with the maps of Middle-earth. Now, courtesy of the movies, these hippies and other baby boomers are introducing The Lord of the Rings and The Hobbit to their grandchildren.


After retiring from academia in 1959, Tolkien resumed writing The Silmarillion, which he had begun years before and underpinned his other work. His aim, he said, was to create a mythology for England, though he scored his greatest success in the US. Indeed, The Lord of the Rings has been translated into at least thirty-eight languages.


The Silmarillion was published after his death in 1973. Since then Tolkien’s son Christopher has mined his father’s papers for other work showing the staggering scope of his father’s imagination. Professor Tolkien had spent his life creating an alternative reality where every element has its own history and chronology, words and names have their own etymology, and mythology and reality live side-by-side.


The Lord of the Rings and The Hobbit are the third and fourth bestselling novels of all time, after Charles Dickens’s A Tale of Two Cities and Antoine de Saint-Exupéry’s The Little Prince. In a 1999 poll of amazon.com customers, The Lord of the Rings was judged to be their ‘book of the century’. A survey conducted in Britain by the BBC in 2003 found that The Lord of the Rings was the nation’s best-loved book. The following year the same was found to be the case in both Germany and Australia. In 2008, The Times ranked Tolkien sixth on its list of ‘The fifty greatest British writers since 1945’. Meanwhile The Lord of the Rings movies broke box-office records in the US, despite the irony of the last and biggest grossing of the trilogy being called The Return of the King. As a result, in 2009, Forbes magazine listed J.R.R. Tolkien as their fifth highest-earning dead celebrity, immediately behind Elvis Presley and Michael Jackson. With the new Hobbit movies coming out, Tolkien shows no sign of slipping down the rankings any time soon.


Nigel Cawthorne


Bloomsbury, May 2012


www.nigel-cawthorne.com
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PORTRAIT OF AN ARTIST AS
A YOUNG HOBBIT


There is nothing remotely remarkable about the background of John Ronald Reuel Tolkien. His father, Arthur, was a bank clerk from Birmingham who went out to the Orange Free State, South Africa, to manage a branch in the capital Bloemfontein. His mother, Mabel Suffield, was the daughter of a family of shopkeepers in Birmingham. Arthur was thirteen years her senior. When he proposed to the eighteen-year-old Mabel, her parents did not approve. Arthur went out to South Africa on his own; Mabel followed when she was twenty-one.


The couple married in Cape Town Cathedral, before moving up to Bloemfontein, then little more than a shanty town of a few hundred ramshackle buildings. Life was tough. The English immigrants were shunned by the Afrikaners, descendants of earlier Dutch settlers. The Boer War was just eight years away. Nine months after the wedding, the couple’s first son, John, was born on 3 January 1892. His father wanted to maintain the family tradition and give him the biblical name Reuel. His mother favoured the more prosaic middle name Ronald. So he got both. However, in his family, he was always called Ronald.


In his first summer, the infant Tolkien underwent an experience that had a resonance in his fiction. He was bitten by a tarantula, but his quick-witted African nanny found the bite and sucked out the venom. Menacing spiders appear both in The Hobbit, The Two Towers, the second volume of The Lord of the Rings and The Silmarillion. Ronald recovered, but he remained a sickly child, suffering from a chest condition and skin complaint made worse by the heat and dust.


Ronald soon had a younger brother, Hilary. His mother took the two boys on a vacation to Cape Town, then went back to England for a visit. The Boers’ leader Paul Kruger was now threatening rebellion against the British and she was advised not to return. But back in Bloemfontein Arthur fell ill with rheumatic fever. Mabel quickly made plans to return to South Africa with the boys to nurse him. Although he was just four, Ronald dictated a letter to his father, telling him how much he missed him. It was never sent. A telegram arrived saying that his father had suffered a severe haemorrhage. The next day he was dead.


Arthur Tolkien had invested his money in a mining company. Dividends gave Mabel thirty shillings a week – £1.50, worth less than £90 ($144) today. This was scarcely enough to live on, but her brother-in-law helped out. Mabel and the boys moved out of the grimy industrial city of Birmingham into a small cottage in the hamlet of Sarehole, in Warwickshire, which was surrounded by woods and fields. For the children, it was idyllic. Free to roam the countryside, it became their own fantasy land. A local farmer became an evil wizard; a miller the ‘White Ogre’ because he was always covered in flour – and he later became Sandyman, the miller in Hobbiton.


With his mother’s encouragement, Ronald became an avid reader. Among his influential early reading was The Red Fairy Book by Andrew Lang, a Scottish academic who collected fairy tales. He was particularly taken with ‘The Story of Sigurd’ and Fafnir, the son of a dwarf-king who is turned into a dragon, which was originally written in Old Norse. Meanwhile Ronald’s mother taught him French and the rudiments of Latin, though there was nothing she could do to make him take any interest in music.


Ronald was nine when they moved back into Birmingham. He had won a place at the prestigious King Edward’s School. At the same time, the widowed Mabel sought consolation in the Catholic Church, causing a rift with her staunchly Protestant family. Her brother-in-law cut off her allowance and they were forced to move to a dark, pokey house that was due for demolition. Later they moved to a house by a railway line a few streets from Mabel’s parents. But the boys could not visit their grandparents if they were accompanied by their mother. Their Auntie Jane had to take them instead.


They moved again, this time so that Mabel could be near Birmingham Oratory, which had been founded in 1849 by the famous Catholic convert John Henry Newman. They grew close to the family priest, the pipe-smoking Father Francis Xavier Morgan. However, the house was in a dangerous area and the boys were not allowed out once it grew dark. The boys went to an overcrowded local school while their mother worked on getting them scholarships so they could attend King Edward’s. But then she was hospitalized with diabetes, at that time an untreatable condition. Hilary moved in with his grandparents, while Ronald was sent to Hove on the south coast to live with Auntie Jane and her husband.


When Mabel’s condition alleviated slightly, the family were reunited in the two rooms of a tiny cottage, lodgings Father Francis had found for them. Owned by Oratory, the cottage was back out in the Worcestershire countryside at Rednal. There, with their young cousins Mary and Marjorie Incledon, the two Tolkien boys retuned to their rural fantasy land, making up words in a language they called ‘Animalic’. Later Ronald and Mary invented a more sophisticated language they called ‘Nevosh’, or the ‘New Nonsense’, even chanting limericks in it.


The boys had another blissful bucolic summer before, that autumn, their mother died. She was thirty-four. Tolkien blamed her family. He believed that their rejection of her because of her conversion to Catholicism had contributed to her decline. From that time on, he was a devout Catholic. The experience also left him a life-long depressive.


The two boys moved in with their Aunt Beatrice. She had a large house in the Edgbaston district of Birmingham but, recently widowed, she was emotionally cold. She barely spoke to the boys and Ronald was shocked to find her burning their mother’s papers. However, there was always Father Francis to turn to. Mabel had appointed him their guardian shortly before she died. In the mornings, they would serve as altar boys at mass and breakfast with him afterwards.


Ronald was doing well at school. Now eleven, he excelled at languages. As well as learning modern French and German, he began learning classical Greek and, through Chaucer, Middle English, later starting on ancient Finnish and Norse. Then, with his close friend Christopher Wiseman, he moved on to the study of Anglo-Saxon and Beowulf. Books were already central to his life. Together they rummaged around in the remoter corners of the school library and a Cornish bookshop nearby. Ronald spent what money he could scrape together buying German books on philology – broadly, the love of words. The word alone had him enamoured. This would have led him to the etymology of his own rather unusual surname. His father’s family traced their origins to Lower Saxony, the original home of the Anglo-Saxons, and the name Tolkien is thought to derive from the German world tollkühn, meaning daredevil or, more pejoratively, reckless or foolhardy. However, a German writer has suggested that it is more likely that the name derives from the village of Tolkynen in East Prussia, now Tolkiny, Poland. The name of the village comes from Old Prussian.


The study rarely stopped. Most of the school holidays were spent revising for exams, though Ronald and Hilary would spend Easter at the Oratory and Father Francis would take them on a short holiday each summer, usually to Lyme Regis in Dorset (now Devon). More books were to be found in Father Francis’s room, many in Spanish, and Ronald began work on a new made-up language, ‘Naffarin’.


As they were not happy with the forbidding Aunt Beatrice, Father Francis rented them a room in the home of a local wine merchant whose wife threw musical evenings for the Oratory fathers once a week. The couple had another lodger, nineteen-year-old Edith Bratt. She too had lost her mother; illegitimate, she had never known her father. Together Edith and Ronald would cycle out into the countryside and while away the time talking in the shade of an oak tree. This went on, clandestinely, for nearly three years. But then Father Francis discovered what was happening and put his foot down. The Oxbridge entrance exams were looming. Ronald must concentrate on his books. He must have no more contact with Edith until he was of age, some three years away. She was sent to other lodgings forty miles away in Cheltenham. Not only did Tolkien lose the girl he loved, he then failed the entrance exam.


After a miserable Christmas, Ronald managed to meet up with Edith secretly out in the countryside. After exchanging gifts, they promised to be true. Father Francis heard of it and, in future, forbade them even to exchange letters. Otherwise, he would not fund Ronald through college.


Tolkien now had no alternative but to throw himself into his schoolwork. His social life, such as it was, was confined to other boys from school. Tolkien and three friends – Wiseman, Robert Gilson and Geoffrey Bache Smith – formed the T.C.B.S. This stood for Tea Club, Barrovian Society, after Barrow’s Stores where they often took their afternoon tea. Over a cup they would read Beowulf or Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, and discuss mythology and ancient languages.


Sitting the Oxbridge entrance exam again in 1910, Tolkien passed this time. Though he failed to win a scholarship, he was awarded an exhibition, which gave him just £60 a year – worth £3,500 ($5,600) today. With a small bursary from King Edward’s School and an allowance from Father Francis, Tolkien had just enough to survive for three years studying Classics at Exeter College, Oxford. Overjoyed, he broke his word to Father Francis and sent a telegram to Edith, telling her the news.


At Oxford, he threw himself into student life, drinking beer, smoking a pipe and neglecting his studies. A clubbable fellow, he was known as ‘Tollers’. By the end of his first year, he had run up debts. However, he had also taken advantage of the intellectual opportunities afforded him. He joined the Dialectical Society and the Essay Society, and enjoyed debating. He was also under the tutelage of an inspiring teacher, Dr Joseph Wright. From a small town in Yorkshire, Wright was largely self-taught, but had risen to become Deputy Professor of Comparative Philology, mastering numerous languages, both ancient and modern, along the way. Tolkien had read his Primer of the Gothic Language at school. From Dr Wright, Tolkien learnt of the connection been various languages, despite their separation in culture and time.


On this twenty-first birthday, Tolkien wrote to Edith, his hopes high. She wrote back with the crushing news that she was engaged. Nevertheless, he took a train to see her. She met him at the station. They talked long into the night and Edith broke off her engagement. This gave him a new distraction. When he should have been cramming for his exams, he was visiting Edith. And instead of attending lectures on Greek and Latin, he was spending time inventing a new language of his own – ‘Elvish’. After his first set of exams, he was awarded only a second. However, his paper on Comparative Philology was outstanding, so it was recommended that he switch courses from Classics to English Language and Literature. This was a relief for Tolkien. He had little interest in Greek and Roman literature. He was more interested in Norse and Icelandic legends. Though studying English was not perfect, it was nearer the mark. He had little time for Shakespeare – indeed, any writer after the fourteenth century. His passion was the study of language.


His relationship with Edith did not go smoothly. If they were to marry, he insisted that she convert to Catholicism. As she was living in a staunchly Protestant household, she had to move again. While he was now set on an academic path, she had yet to find a life of her own. Then in the summer of 1913, they were to be parted. Tolkien took a job chaperoning three Mexican boys and two of their aunts on a tour of France. Though he had mastered ancient Norse, his Spanish was rudimentary and his academic knowledge of French did not help him with the waiters of Paris. In Brittany, one of the aunts was hit by a car and died.


Returning to England, he threw himself back into university life with renewed vigour, becoming president of a debating society, joining a dining club, drinking expensive wine and brandy, and winning the Skeat Prize for English. His prize was £5 plus a leather-bound copy of The House of the Wolflings, a fantasy novel by William Morris, founder of the Arts and Crafts movement. It is set among Germanic Gothic tribes in the forest of Mirkwood, an ancient wood that also inhabits Middle-earth. Meanwhile Edith was living in Warwick with her crippled cousin Jennie and being instructed in the Catholic faith by Father Murphy. Early in 1914, she was accepted into the Roman Catholic Church and their betrothal was blessed by Father Murphy. It was only then that Tolkien told his friends about Edith.


That August Britain declared war on Germany. Unlike so many young men of his generation, Tolkien did not join up. In autumn, he returned to a deserted Oxford to finish his degree. However, he did join the Officers’ Training Corps and learnt to drill. He also spent his spare time writing poetry – notably ‘The Voyage of Earendel the Evening Star’, concerning a character borrowed from the Anglo-Saxon poet Cynewulf; ‘Sea Chant of an Elder Day,’ a more realistic work; the humorous ‘Goblin Feet’; ‘The Man in the Moon Came Down Too Soon’, which was later published in The Adventures of Tom Bombadil (1962); and some verse in Finnish. ‘Goblin Feet’ was accepted by Blackwell’s for their annual book of Oxford Poetry. Encouraged by this, Tolkien sent a sheaf of poems to the publishers Sidgwick & Jackson. They were rejected.


That summer Tolkien took his final examinations and gained a first. Then he took up a commission as a second lieutenant in the Lancashire Fusiliers, alongside his school friend Geoffrey Smith. As a result, he swapped the comfort of an Oxford college for a narrow bunk, smelly latrine and inedible food in the barracks of a training camp. He managed to see Edith occasionally. Otherwise, to stave off the boredom of the camp, he began work on ‘The Book of Lost Tales’, which would eventually become The Silmarillion.


After six months of basic training, Tolkien opted to become a signaller. Knowing that he was soon to be posted abroad – and his life would probably be short – he and Edith decided to marry in March 1916. Finally, he got round to telling Father Francis, who was, against all expectations, delighted. Although he offered to marry them at the Oratory, Father Murphy conducted the service back in Warwick.


Now a full lieutenant, Tolkien landed in France on 6 June 1916. He spent three weeks in a camp at Étaples before orders came to move up. Next he was billeted in the shattered village of Bouzincourt while, with over half a million men, they awaited the order to counter-attack. It came on 1 July. That day, the first day of the First Battle of the Somme, the British lost twenty thousand dead, another forty thousand wounded. It was the worst single-day loss in the history of the British Army. Among the dead was Tolkien’s friend Robert Gilson who was serving with the Suffolk Regiment.


Tolkien’s battalion was kept in reserve. Geoffrey Smith, who had been at the front, arrived to meet him. They watched as other companies went up to the front and returned with half their number missing. Then, eight days after the beginning of the battle, it was Tolkien’s turn. His company attacked a village occupied by a large German force. In fierce fighting, many of his comrades fell to machine-gun fire. After forty-eight hours, Tolkien emerged miraculously unscathed. It was only when he returned to camp that he learnt of the death of Gilson.


As the murderous battle dragged on, Tolkien returned to the front again and again, each time emerging, against the odds, unharmed. As autumn approached, the rains came. The trenches filled with water, filth and rats. After five months, Tolkien came down with trench fever, a bacterial infection spread by lice. A few days before the battle ended on 13 November, Tolkien was back in Birmingham, in a hospital where Edith soon visited him. There were no antibiotics in those days, so little could be done. Many men died from trench fever, but Tolkien survived. After six weeks he was discharged. He went to stay with Edith and her cousin Jennie, now living in Great Haywood, Staffordshire, to convalesce.


Due to the war, there was little food and fuel, but the break was restful. However, there was still the possibility that he would be returned to France. News from the front was bad. Geoffrey Smith had died from shrapnel wounds and gangrene. That Christmas, there was no end to the war in sight and the slaughter seemed particularly senseless. But there were walks in the countryside to be enjoyed and Edith fell pregnant – though it was hardly a propitious time to bring new life into the world.


Tolkien suffered a relapse, but when he recovered he was sent to Yorkshire to retrain, ready to be returned to the war. Edith and Jennie followed him north. They found lodgings on the dreary coastal town of Hornsea. During training, Tolkien fell ill repeatedly. Heavily pregnant, there was little Edith could do to help him, so she went back to Cheltenham to have their first child, a son, John Francis Reuel Tolkien. She then returned north with the child, staying in the village of Roos near the camp. Again they could enjoy walks in the countryside and Edith danced for him in the woods. In Tolkien’s favourite tale in The Silmarillion, the mortal man Beren comes across the immortal elven-maid Lúthien Tinúviel dancing in the woods of Neldoreth. Tolkien had the name ‘Lúthien’ inscribed on Edith’s gravestone, telling his son Christopher that he had conceived the scene in the woods at Roos.


There was some cause to be optimistic then. America had joined the war. Though the Russians, now under the leadership of the Bolsheviks, were suing for peace, victory for the Allies in the west seemed assured. In the spring of 1918, Tolkien was posted to Staffordshire, while the last of his battalion still serving in France were killed or taken prisoner.
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JOURNEY TO MIDDLE-EARTH


On 12 November 1918, the day after the war ended, Tolkien wrote to his commanding officer, asking for a posting to Oxford so he could continue his education while he was waiting to be demobbed. In fact, he had something else in mind. From his study of ancient languages and cultures he had realized that, unlike the countries of Scandinavia or Central Europe, England had no set of legends that made up a coherent mythology. He decided that it was his job to create one. He owed it to his fallen friends. After Gilson had died, Smith had written that those of the T.C.B.S. who survived had to represent them all. But in the meantime, he had a wife and child to support.


His request to return to Oxford was granted. He got a job working on a new edition of The New English Dictionary, which eventually became the Oxford English Dictionary. Tolkien was assigned a few words of Germanic origin beginning with the letter W. He had to tease out their etymology, then write a report, only a fraction of which would appear in the final volume. A single word would take him a week to research. He supplemented his salary taking on private tuition. This allowed his growing family to move from a small apartment to a house. A good teacher, he was soon able to give up working on the dictionary.


With Edith pregnant with their second child, Tolkien applied for the post of Reader in English Language at the University of Leeds and got the position. Post-war Leeds was a depressing place. He was also offered a lucrative professorship in Cape Town, but Edith had just given birth to their second child and he passed on it. Soon he began to enjoy his tenure at Leeds. He worked alongside Eric Gordon, who shared his interest in ancient languages. Together they produced a definitive edition of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, which was published by the Clarendon Press in Oxford in 1925. They also started the Viking Club. Though ostensibly dedicated to the celebration of the Norse language and customs, members drank beer and revelled in bawdy verse. In his spare time, Tolkien began writing long narrative poems. One was ‘Túrin Túrambar’, the story of a dragon-slayer; the other ‘The Gest of Beren and Lúthien’, his romantic tale of a mortal man who falls in love with an elven maid and, for her sake, goes on a terrible quest. He sent parts of the two poems to a retired schoolmaster who had once taught him. The response was not good. Criticism stung Tolkien and he did not show his work to other people for several years.


He was awarded the chair of the English Department at Leeds. The extra money was useful as Edith was pregnant again. But then he was offered the position of Professor of Anglo-Saxon at Oxford. The appointment came as a surprise. He was just thirty-three and there were several more qualified candidates. Without hesitation, he took it. He found a large house with big garden at 22 Northmoor Road and moved in with his family. Four years later, they moved next door to number 20, buying the house from the publisher Basil Blackwell.


In the morning he would cycle to college where he was expected to deliver a series of lectures each year. But these were much the same as those he had given in Leeds and the high-ceilinged lecture halls provided the perfect backdrop for lectures on medieval literature. It was particularly apt when he declaimed the opening verses of Beowulf. Having acted at school and as an undergraduate, he enjoyed his role at the lectern and played up to his audience.


He would also teach specialized subjects to smaller groups, though in tutorials he was known to stray into tales about elves and goblins, half-mumbling to himself. Even when he was still a relatively young man, with his sports jacket, corduroy trousers and pipe, he looked every inch an Oxford don. At a fancy-dress party, he would happily arrive as an axe-toting Viking on his bike. When, briefly, he owned a car, he was a similarly eccentric driver.


The downside of his new position was the administrative work, which he loathed. Then there was the departmental politics to deal with. It took him six years to get the curriculum altered so that students in their final year could drop Middle and Old English if they wanted to concentrate on modern texts, leaving a dedicated group who, like him, were fascinated by medieval, especially pre-Chaucerian, work.


Then there was the mundane business of supporting a family. An Oxford professor earned kudos and social standing, but little money. He would take on private tuition, teaching first thing in the morning before going to college. For twenty years, he marked School Certificate examination papers every summer to make ends meet. Meanwhile, he produced work for academic journals and the Clarendon Press. This left little time for his private writing. But after a long day’s work, he would pick up his pen at 10 p.m. and head for Middle-earth, writing until one or two o’clock in the morning. Then after a few hours’ sleep, he would start his daily routine all over again. Nor did he deny his four children affection. Not only were there kisses and cuddles, but he also wrote them an enormous number of letters. The most highly prized were his annual ‘letter from Father Christmas’. These were collected and published as The Father Christmas Letters in 1976. An expanded version appeared in 1999 as Letters from Father Christmas. Along with the regular characters such as polar bears and seals, there were, of course, Snow-elves. He wrote other stories purely to amuse his children, illustrating some with watercolours. His favourite subject was dragons. In these tales written solely for his children, Tom Bomdadil, his wife Goldberry, Old Man Willow and the Barrow-wights, who all appear in The Lord of the Rings, made their first appearance.


As early as 1924, while they were still in Leeds, Tolkien’s eldest son John remembered his father telling him a story when he could not get to sleep. He later wrote it down. Called ‘The Orgog’, it is the convoluted tale of a strange creature travelling through a fantastic landscape. In 1925, he began telling his second son Michael another tale when he lost his favourite toy, a lead dog. This was written down around Christmas 1927 and went on to become the novella Roverandom, published in 1998. It featured an irritable wizard who turns a dog into a toy, then back again.


Michael’s diary records that his father began Mr Bliss in the summer of 1928. An illustrated children’s book, the story is based on Tolkien’s own mishaps when he first owned a car. The earliest surviving manuscript is dated 1930 and a facsimile edition was published in 1982.


Around 1928, Tolkien wrote a series of six poems, collected under the title ‘Tales and Songs of Bimble Bay’. Three of them appear in explanatory footnotes in The Annotated Hobbit (2003). One is about a slimy creature called Glip, who seems to be a forerunner of Gollum. Tolkien seems to have started his medieval fable Farmer Giles of Ham as a family game in the countryside around that time. Expanded in 1938, it was published in 1949.


There were other tales that Tolkien did not write down. There was the story of the red-headed boy named Carrots who had strange adventures inside a cuckoo clock. Then there was the villain Bill Stickers – taken from the then ubiquitous notice ‘Bill stickers will be prosecuted’ – and his nemesis Major Road Ahead, after another sign. As none of these stories was intended for publication, Tolkien could experiment freely with the narrative.


No one is very sure when Tolkien began writing The Hobbit. Tolkien recalled that it was on a summer’s day and he was sitting by the window in the study of his home in Northmoor Road, marking School Certificate papers. Other evidence suggests it was somewhere between 1928 and 1930. Tolkien himself thought it was 1930. He recalled: ‘One of the candidates had mercifully left one of the pages with no writing on it (which is the best thing that can possibly happen to an examiner) and I wrote on it: ‘In a hole in the ground there lived a hobbit.’


This is indeed the first sentence of The Hobbit.


‘Names always generated a story in my mind,’ he said. ‘Eventually I thought I’d better find out what hobbits were like. But that’s only the beginning.’


Tolkien’s youngest son Christopher thought this happened earlier than his father recalled. Shortly after The Hobbit was published in 1937, he recorded in his letter to Father Christmas that his father had written the book ‘ages ago’ and had read it to him and his two siblings, John and Michael, one winter in the evenings after tea.


‘The ending chapters were rather roughly done,’ he said, ‘and not typed out at all; he finished it about a year ago.’


This spurred Tolkien to recall that his eldest boy John was thirteen at the time he started reading to them. It did not appeal to the younger children until they were a little older. John was thirteen in 1930. However, Tolkien’s second son Michael kept some of his own compositions which he believes were from 1929. They ape his father’s work, not in its early stages but nearing completion. A typescript, minus the last few chapters, was certainly in existence in 1932 when he showed it to his friend and colleague, the writer C.S. Lewis. Tolkien himself told publisher George Unwin that the book had taken him two or three years to write because he wrote very slowly.


According to Tolkien the name ‘hobbit’ appeared spontaneously in his mind. In January 1938, shortly after The Hobbit was published, an anonymous correspondent wrote to the Observer newspaper suggesting that a fairy story called ‘The Hobbit’ had appeared in a collection published in 1904. Tolkien wrote back saying that he had no knowledge of it. Then in 1970, when the Oxford English Dictionary were planning to include the word ‘hobbit’, they researched the word’s origins and found no earlier use. Tolkien was given as the originator. Folklorists now claim to have found an earlier usage, but the OED has yet to change its citation.


When Tolkien set about the task of finding out what hobbits were like, he only had to look in the mirror.


‘I am in fact a hobbit,’ he wrote, ‘in all but size. I like gardens, trees, and unmechanized farmlands; I smoke a pipe and like good plain food (unrefrigerated), but detest French cooking; I like, and even dare to wear in these dull days, ornamental waistcoats. I am fond of mushrooms (out of a field); have a very simple sense of humour (which even my appreciative critics find tiresome); I go to bed late and get up late (when possible). I do not travel much.’


Others have spotted deeper similarities. Bilbo Baggins lived in earlier, simpler times. Certainly Tolkien wanted no part of the twentieth century. As far as he was concerned, science and technology had brought nothing worthwhile to mankind. He only owned a car, briefly, because Edith wanted him to have one, and he got rid of it as soon as he could. He never owned a television and rarely listened to the radio. He had no time for modern literature, theatre or music, and had no interest in contemporary politics. Indeed, he disliked the modern world and would have been far happier living in Middle-earth – which is what he did most of the time, in his head.


Auntie Jane’s farm in Worchestershire where Tolkien and his brother had once stayed was called ‘Bag End’ by the locals. And Birmingham was surrounded by shires – Staffordshire, Shropshire, Worcestershire, Warwickshire.


On another occasion, Tolkien said that hobbits ‘were just rustic English people, made small in size because it reflects the generally small reach of their imagination – not the reach of their courage or power.’


This perception came from his experience of combat in the First World War.


‘I’ve always been impressed,’ he said, ‘that we are here, surviving, because of the indomitable courage of quite small people against impossible odds.’


There are other origins that Tolkien identified. He once said that The Hobbit sprang from ‘previously digested’ legends and stories that he had been studying for years. In a letter to the poet W.H. Auden in 1955, he said that the 1927 children’s book The Marvellous Snergs by E.A. Wyke-Smith was ‘probably an unconscious sourcebook for the Hobbits, not of anything else’. Like hobbits, Smergs were small – ‘only slightly taller than the average table but broad in the shoulders and of great strength’. Both Smergs and hobbits like feasting and one main character in The Marvellous Snergs is called Gorbo.


After writing the first line introducing the idea of a hobbit, it was some months before Tolkien returned to the story.


‘I thought it was too good to leave just on the back of an examination,’ he said. ‘I wrote the first chapter first – then I forgot about it, then I wrote another part. I myself can still see the gaps. There is a very big gap after they reach the eyrie of the Eagles. After that I really did not know how to go on.’


But go on he did, in a gloriously haphazard fashion.


‘I just spun a yarn out of any elements in my head,’ he said. ‘I don’t remember organizing the thing at all.’


The earliest version now existing is six hand-written pages from Chapter One. Gandalf appears, but he is the head dwarf. The wizard’s name is Bladorthin and the dragon is named Pryftan. The draft consists of twelve typed pages, followed by another 154 handwritten pages, covering roughly Chapters One to Twelve, plus Chapter Fourteen, of the finished work. The name of the dragon has been hand corrected from Pryftan to Smaug. Beorn, the hairy man who turns into a bear, is called Medwed throughout. The wizard does not produce the key to the back door of Lonely Mountain. Instead a key found in a troll’s hoard is used to open Durin’s Door. And in the last thirty-five pages, the head dwarf is named Thorin and Gandalf becomes the wizard.


The next draft is a typescript. In it, Medwed becomes Beorn. This is thought to be the typescript that Tolkien eventually showed his friend C.S. Lewis as it still had no ending beyond an outline. It was produced on a special Hammond typewriter that had two sets of keys, so the songs could be rendered in italic. Then there are handwritten versions of Chapters Thirteen and Fifteen to Nineteen. These are inserted in the next typescript. There is another typed draft, which does not seem to have been used. These last three stages are thought to have been undertaken in 1936, when the manuscript was finally being completed for publication. After that the book appears in proof form.


Tolkien kept a beautifully typed ‘home manuscript’ which he passed around to friends. One of the people who read it was a pupil of Tolkien’s named Elaine Griffiths. She had a friend named Susan Dagnall who had gone to work at the publishers Allen & Unwin. Susan returned to Oxford in the late spring of 1936 to discuss work on a translation of Beowulf Tolkien had recommended Elaine for, and Elaine suggested that she read the manuscript of The Hobbit. She did and urged Tolkien to finish it. So he got back down to work. After labouring throughout the summer, he delivered the completed work on 3 October 1936.


Stanley Unwin and his reader liked it. Then he handed it to his ten-year-old son, Rayner, who said that he thought children between five and nine would enjoy the story. The Hobbit was accepted for publication and contracts were signed that December. Tolkien also supplied copy for Allen & Unwin’s catalogue which was used on the jacket as well.


The book was published with ten of Tolkien’s illustrations in black and white, plus two maps. Other colour illustrations have been added in subsequent editions. Drawings and jacket designs went back and forth, along with thirty-one letters from Allen & Unwin and twenty-six from Tolkien – some up to five pages long – all detailed, fluent and precise. At one point, he questions the use of the word ‘dwarves’, pointing out that the proper English spelling for the plural of dwarf is ‘dwarfs’, though philologically it should be ‘dwarrows’. Nevertheless, throughout Tolkien’s published works the plural ‘dwarves’ is used. (It should be pointed out that ‘dwarves’ is permitted in American English, though not in British English.)


Tolkien made heavy corrections to the proofs, rewriting whole sections, exasperating his publishers and the printers with his attention to detail. Knowing little of the processes of publishing, Tolkien naïvely suggested that the map of Middle-earth be printed in invisible ink, so that it would only reveal itself when opened to the light.


The publishers tried to dissuade him from making extensive corrections, reminding him that resetting the text was expensive and he would have to bear the cost himself. Undeterred, Tolkien went ahead, but went to great lengths to tailor new sentences so that they would exactly fill the space of those he had taken out.


During the process, he decided that he did not like the numerous asides where the author directly addresses the reader – though forty-five remained after he had finished. At proof stages, he also came across inconsistencies in the chronology and geography of the story, all of which had to be corrected. The process took two months. Despite this, Tolkien wanted the book to be published in June, rather than September to catch the Christmas market, as planned. The reason was that Tolkien was supposed to have been getting on with his academic work and he did not want to be accused of squandering his time on a children’s book when he was being paid to produce something more high-minded. The publishers got their way and Tolkien’s colleagues hardly noticed the publication until a review appeared in The Times. Their reaction was, he said, ‘(as I foresaw) not unmixed with surprise and pity’. Nevertheless, R.M. Dawkins, Professor of Byzantine Greek and a member of Tolkien’s Icelandic reading group, the Coalbiters Club, bought a copy ‘because first editions of Alice are now very valuable’.


Proofs were sent to Houghton Mifflin in Boston. They were unenthusiastic but decided to go ahead anyway. They wanted to add colour illustrations, produced by their own artists. Tolkien agreed to this provided he could veto ‘anything from or influenced by the Disney studios (for all whose works I have a heartfelt loathing)’. He then sent them some samples of his own colour work, before sending five colour paintings that he had produced specifically for The Hobbit executed during the first weeks of the summer vacation in July 1937. Houghton Mifflin took four of them and paid him $100. Allen & Unwin agreed to include the colour illustrations if they reprinted the book. They also gave Tolkien a £25 advance on publication which he spent on another second-hand car.


Allen & Unwin then took the rare step of putting a full-page advertisement in the Publisher’s Circular and The Publisher & Bookseller, calling The Hobbit ‘the children’s book of the year’ in advance of publication on 21 September. The publisher’s jacket blurb read: ‘J.R.R. Tolkien . . . has four children and The Hobbit . . . was read aloud to them in nursery days . . . The manuscript . . . was lent to friends in Oxford and read to their children . . . The birth of The Hobbit recalls very strongly that of Alice in Wonderland. Here again a professor of an abstruse subject is at play.’


Tolkien even objected to this innocent description, concerned that the inaccuracies might be exaggerated into falsehoods. The book had not been read to his children in their nursery years. They did not have a nursery and John was thirteen when he first heard the story. He had not ‘lent’ the manuscript to anyone. Rather it was forced on people. Those who had seen it had certainly not read it to their children. He objected to The Hobbit being compared to Alice in Wonderland, though everyone did it. Anglo-Saxon was not an abstruse subject. Nor, for that matter, was Charles Dodgson, aka Lewis Carroll, a professor, but a mere college lecturer.
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