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FARMER GILES OF HAM, like Roverandom, was invented by J.R.R. Tolkien to entertain his children, and was originally an oral tale. Once set on paper it grew in length and complexity over a period of some twenty years, its main text progressing from a manuscript to four typescripts and galley proofs before it was published at last in 1949. Most of these papers are preserved in the Department of Special Collections and University Archives, Marquette University Libraries, in Milwaukee, Wisconsin.

Tolkien’s eldest son, John, has recalled that the tale was ﬁrst told when the family was caught in a rain-storm after a picnic and took shelter under a bridge. This event can be neither dated nor located with any precision. But almost certainly a story inspired by the country around Oxford would have been told after the Tolkiens moved to that city from Leeds in early 1926, and the style and tone of its earliest written version are closer to Roverandom as it was ﬁrst written down, probably at the end of 1927, than to the earliest extant texts of The Hobbit, a comparatively mature work, from around 1930.

This ﬁrst version of Farmer Giles, written by hand on twenty-six pages, was much shorter and simpler than the book published in 1949. It is narrated by ‘Daddy’, who interrupts the story for questions near the beginning and at the end. Moreover he puts it in a personal context for his audience: ‘if he [the giant] had trodden on our garden’, ‘if he had bumped into our house’. Though there is some play with words, most of the philological jokes and scholarly allusions that make the 1949 text so notable are missing. These include, for example, all of the Latin references, the texts of the two letters to Giles from the King, and most of the nomenclature. The only names given in the manuscript are Giles, Ham, Tailbiter, and Worminghall. The dragon, Giles’ dog, and the King are all nameless. The characters of Giles, the King, and the dragon are already quite developed, though not as deep as in later versions. The dog and the blacksmith are still very rudimentary, and the miller is hardly hinted at. Nor is there any mention of Giles having a wife. Little attention is paid to the journey back with the dragon’s treasure: Giles does not worry how to secure the dragon at night, and there are no ‘likely lads’. The story is given no historical background, though it seems to take place in the Middle Ages. The locale is also vague – ‘the giant lived a long way from here, a long way from anywhere where people lived’ – until the end when ‘Daddy’ explains that Giles took the surname Worming and built a ﬁne hall in Ham, after which the village was called Worminghall, which can still be found on the map (a few miles from Oxford). The story ends with ‘Daddy’ declaring that its real hero was the Grey Mare.

A second version, the ﬁrst typescript, departed from the manuscript in only a few small but notable respects. Now the tale was told by the ‘family jester’ (not a name by which Tolkien was known, as far as his children recall); at the end he asks his listeners who they think was the real hero of the story, ‘and there were quite a number of different answers’. The events of Farmer Giles are now deﬁnitely placed in the past – ‘that giant lived a long time ago’, ‘in those days and in those places it was the only kind of gun there was; people preferred bows and arrows, and used gunpowder mostly for ﬁreworks’ – and distances and time are now compressed. For example, Giles’ magic sword leaps out of its sheath if a dragon is within two miles, not a hundred miles as before. Like the manuscript, the ﬁrst typescript cannot be dated precisely, but it was in existence by the early or mid-1930s. Simonne d’Ardenne, a Belgian scholar whose thesis Tolkien supervised, translated the ﬁrst typed version into French, most likely when she lodged with the Tolkien family in Oxford in 1932–3, but before November 1937 when Tolkien mentioned the translation in a letter.

In late 1936 George Allen & Unwin accepted The Hobbit for publication, and on the strength of it asked Tolkien to submit other children’s stories he had written. In response he sent his picture-book Mr. Bliss, his story of the dog Roverandom, and Farmer Giles of Ham. Stanley Unwin, the head of the ﬁrm, asked his eleven-year-old son for his opinion. Rayner Unwin’s report on Farmer Giles of Ham, dated 7 January 1937, was enthusiastic:


One day a giant got lost on the mountains and wandered down to the town of Ham, Farmer Giles saw him and ﬁred his blunderbuss at him, the giant thought it was knats [gnats] stinging him and decided he was walking in the wrong direction so he turned back. The king heard of this and gave him a sword. Some time afterwards a dragon came into the neighbourhood and Farmer Giles was forced to ﬁght him, the dragon was mortally afraid of the sword and submitted to giving the farmer a lot of money. This money never arrived so some knights and this Giles went to kill him, he killed the knights but when he saw Farmer Giles’ sword he gave him the money and came to the Farmer’s house as a pet but when the king came to claim the money he went back faster than he came!

This is a well written and amusing book, it should make a good book and might be published with ‘Roverandom’ in one volume.

It needs some illustrations, perhaps the author’s own? This book should appeal to every English boy or girl.



However, the success of The Hobbit, published in September 1937, convinced Allen & Unwin that Tolkien’s next book for them should be a sequel, more about hobbits; or failing that, Farmer Giles of Ham with other stories like it, for Stanley Unwin felt that the one tale was not in itself enough to make a book. In December 1937 Tolkien chose to write the sequel, and began The Lord of the Rings; but by the end of July 1938 it was clear that he could not ﬁnish his ‘new Hobbit’ in time for the Christmas season as his publisher had hoped. On 24 July he offered an alternative: ‘the only line I have’, he told Allen & Unwin,


is ‘Farmer Giles’ and the Little Kingdom (with its capital at Thame). I rewrote that to about 50% longer, last January, and read it to the Lovelace Society in lieu of a paper ‘on’ fairy stories. I was very much surprised at the result. It took nearly twice as long as a proper ‘paper’ to read aloud; and the audience was apparently not bored – indeed they were generally convulsed with mirth. But I am afraid that means it has taken on a rather more adult and satiric ﬂavour. Anyway I have not written the necessary two or three other stories of the Kingdom to go with it! [Letters of J. R.R.Tolkien, p. 39]



The Lovelace Society was an essay club at Worcester College, Oxford. Tolkien had addressed its members, by invitation, on the evening of 14 February 1938. To prepare his ‘paper’ he entered a few changes on the ﬁrst typescript of Farmer Giles of Ham, but for the most part revised and enlarged the story in the process of making a new typescript, now lost (but mentioned in correspondence until early 1949). He called it ‘The Legend of Worming Hall’, according to the secretary of the Lovelace Society. The minutes book of the Society, preserved at Worcester College, contains a brief description of Tolkien’s presentation and conﬁrms his claim that his audience was amused. When he ﬁnished, it was judged that his story allowed neither criticism nor discussion – a compliment to the author, maybe, but by then the hour was late.

Tolkien had the revised story professionally retyped by the Academic Copying Ofﬁce in Oxford. This typescript was not only much longer than the previous extant version, but much more sophisticated. At ﬁrst it was labelled The Lord of Tame, Dominus de Domito: A Legend of Worminghall, but this title was deleted and Tolkien returned to Farmer Giles of Ham as on the earliest drafts. In the revised version he introduced most of the proper names, jokes, and allusions that enliven the book, for example the ‘Four Wise Clerks of Oxenford’ and their deﬁnition of blunderbuss. The characters are now more fully developed, including the dog (now called Garm), the dragon Chrysophylax Dives, the miller, and the blacksmith (Fabricius Cunctator or ‘Sunny Sam’); and Giles’ wife, Agatha, appears for the ﬁrst time. The story is set ‘a very long time ago, when this island was still happily divided into many kingdoms’. Ham is now the precursor of the modern town of Thame, and Worminghall the vernacular form of Aula Draconaria, the name of the house built by Giles on the spot where he and Chrysophylax ﬁrst met. ‘Daddy’ and the ‘Family Jester’ happily have disappeared, but the author still occasionally intrudes to speak directly to the reader (‘If you think his name was unsuitable I can only say that it was not’).

On 31 August 1938 Tolkien submitted the new typescript to Allen & Unwin to consider, noting that ‘a good many folk have found it very diverting’ (Letters, p. 40). After several months he had no response, and in the new year inquired further, most pointedly on 10 February: ‘Did Farmer Giles in the enlarged form meet with any sort of approval? . . . Is it worth anything? . . . I just wonder whether this local family game played in the country just round us is more than silly’ (Letters, p. 43). He continued to promote the book to Allen & Unwin through the end of 1939, as an interim substitute for The Lord of the Rings which was progressing slowly. After that, during the war years, there was little discussion of the matter, and no resolution, until Tolkien raised the question again in July 1946.

Farmer Giles was now read for the publisher by David Unwin (the author ‘David Severn’), who found it ‘delicious’ and ‘a real joy’. The only concern remained its length, brief even after its enlargement for the Lovelace Society, and what works by Tolkien might accompany it to make a book long enough to sell reasonably for six shillings. Tolkien still had nothing ﬁnished that his publisher thought suitable, and his academic duties allowed him no leisure to provide other stories in the same line, even if he had felt inclined to write them. ‘The heart has gone out of the Little Kingdom,’ he had remarked in 1945, referring to the countryside around Oxford, ‘and the woods and plains are aerodromes and bomb-practice targets’ (Letters, p. 113).

At last Allen & Unwin decided to publish Farmer Giles of Ham alone, without any sequels or other stories, and to make it a sufﬁciently long book by adding illustrations. Tolkien now reviewed the latest typescript and made ‘a good many alterations, for the better (I think and hope) in both style and narrative’ (5 July 1947, Letters, p. 119). Some of the changes were so substantive that he replaced seven of the original sheets by retyping on the reverse. He deleted some of the remaining intrusive remarks by the narrator, and he now added, among other points of interest, the description of the giant brushing aside elms like tall grasses and leaving his ‘best copper pot’ on the ﬁre, the parson’s remarks on the letters inscribed on Tailbiter and its sheath, and his suggestion that Giles take some rope when hunting the dragon. The Middle Kingdom was now so named, its court placed some twenty leagues distant from Ham; and Giles’ unfortunate cow was now called Galathea.

Around this time Tolkien also added a ‘foreword’, which he developed through several drafts. The earliest of these are written on the reverse of Oxford University notices dated October 1946, and together with early typescripts are preserved in the Bodleian Library, Oxford. Later versions are in the Marquette University Archives. In fact it is a mock foreword, as Farmer Giles of Ham is a mock medieval heroic adventure, indeed one jeu d’esprit added to another. Tolkien pretends to be the editor and translator of an ancient text – a pose he would later adopt in the ﬁrst edition of The Lord of the Rings (1954) and in The Adventures of Tom Bombadil (1962) – and presents it as true, more or less, ‘a legend, perhaps, rather than an account’ of the history of the Little Kingdom.

Many who have written about Farmer Giles of Ham have interpreted its foreword as a satirical extension by Tolkien of his British Academy lecture, Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics (1936; reprinted in Tolkien, The Monsters and the Critics and Other Essays, 1983). In that landmark work he criticized the critics who approached Beowulf only as a historical document, not as a poem worthy of attention for its literary merits. ‘The illusion of historical truth and perspective, that has made Beowulf seem such an attractive quarry,’ he wrote, ‘is largely a product of art. The author has used an instinctive historical sense . . . but he has used it with a poetical and not an historical object.’ Farmer Giles of course is wholly a product of art; but its editor as portrayed in the foreword, akin to certain critics of Beowulf, is interested only in the glimpse the text affords of the history of Britain and the origin of certain place-names, not with the story as a story. Some readers, he admits, ‘may ﬁnd the character and adventures of its hero attractive in themselves’, implying by his dismissive tone that he himself does not. Moreover he accepts as historical fact the sometimes bogus history of Britain as told by Geoffrey of Monmouth and repeated in later ﬁction such as Sir Gawain and the Green Knight.

This interpretation of the foreword may or may not reﬂect Tolkien’s intent. In any case it is important to remember that the foreword is satirical, and that it was an afterthought, not written until the story proper had been in existence for many years. Put another way, Farmer Giles of Ham itself was not written from the same point of view. Although the foreword places the events of Farmer Giles more narrowly in time than does the story itself, between the end of the third century (the time of King Coel) and the early sixth century (the rise of the Seven Kingdoms of the English), this is beside the point as far as the reader should be concerned. Farmer Giles of Ham is meant to belong to no particular era of history, beyond ‘those days, now long ago, when this island was still happily divided into many kingdoms’ (p. 9). Its ‘medieval’ setting is merely an appropriate background for a tale of dragons and knights, against which Tolkien places anachronisms for humorous effect, of which the ‘pact of nonaggression’ between Giles and the dragon (p. 78) is perhaps the most glaringly modern. As Tolkien confessed to his friend Naomi Mitchison, Farmer Giles




was I fear written very light-heartedly, originally of a ‘no-time’ in which [seventeenth-century] blunderbusses or anything might occur. Its slightly donnish touching up, as read to the Lovelace Soc[iety], and as published, makes the Blunderbuss rather glaring – though not really worse than all medieval treatments of Arthurian matter. But it was too embedded to be changed, and some people ﬁnd the anachronisms amusing. I myself could not forgo the quotation [describing the blunderbuss] . . . from the Oxford Dictionary. . . . But in the Isle of Britain in archeological fact there can have been nothing in the least like a ﬁre-arm. But neither was there fourteenth century armour [in the days of Farmer Giles]. [18 December 1949, Letters, p. 133]



Tolkien sent a rough copy of the foreword, together with his newly revised typescript, to Allen & Unwin in July 1947. The book was then delayed for more than a year. Since Tolkien had himself made no pictures for Farmer Giles of Ham, he suggested that they be drawn by Milein Cosman, a young artist his daughter Priscilla felt should be given a chance. Cosman was slow to produce the specimen pictures requested, however, and those she eventually delivered in January and July 1948 pleased neither Tolkien nor Allen & Unwin. Cosman was dismissed (she went on to have a successful career), and the commission given instead to Pauline Baynes, whose mock-medieval cartoons in her portfolio caught Tolkien’s eye. Baynes at once entered into the spirit of the book, and with typical energy and skill produced more line drawings than requested, as well as two colour plates. She completed most of the work by early March 1949. Tolkien wrote to Allen & Unwin that he was pleased with Baynes’ art ‘beyond even the expectations aroused by the ﬁrst examples. They are more than illustrations, they are a collateral theme. I showed them to my friends whose polite comment was that they reduced my text to a commentary on the drawings’ (Letters, p. 133). In 1976 Baynes painted new cover art for the second edition of Farmer Giles, details from which have been used on the cover of the present book, and in 1980 drew new full-page illustrations for a reprint in the Tolkien collection Poems and Stories. For this anniversary edition Pauline Baynes has contributed a map of the Little Kingdom, thus marking ﬁfty years of association with Farmer Giles of Ham.

In late 1948 Tolkien made, for the use of the printer, a fresh typescript with only a handful of emendations, mostly of typographical errors, and in the process entered corrections retroactively on the previous typescript. He made a few more changes at the eleventh hour on the printer’s galley proofs, most notably removing a reference to the giant’s boots when Pauline Baynes delivered two ﬁne drawings of a giant with bare feet.

Farmer Giles of Ham was published at last on 20 October 1949 in
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