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FOREWORD

The title of this book comes from the same source as The Treason of Isengard, a set of six titles, one for each ‘Book’ of The Lord of the Rings, suggested by my father in a letter to Rayner Unwin of March 1953 (The Letters of J. R. R. Tolkien no. 136). The War of the Ring was that proposed for Book V, and I have adopted it for this book since the history of the writing of Book V constitutes nearly half of it, while the first part concerns the victory of Helm’s Deep and the destruction of Isengard. The second part describes the writing of Frodo’s journey to Kirith Ungol, and this I have called ‘The Ring Goes East’, which was the title proposed by my father for Book IV.

In the Foreword to The Return of the Shadow I explained that a substantial collection of manuscripts was left behind in England when the bulk of the papers went to Marquette University in 1958, these manuscripts consisting for the most part of outlines and the earliest narrative drafts; and I suggested that this was a consequence of the papers being dispersed, some in one place and some in another, at that time. But the manuscript materials for The Return of the King were evidently preserved with the main body of the papers, for nothing of Books V and VI was left behind beyond some narrative outlines and the first draft of the chapter ‘Minas Tirith’. For my account of Book V therefore I have been almost wholly dependent on the provision from Marquette of great quantities of manuscript in reproduction, without which the latter part of The War of the Ring could not have been written at all. For this most generous assistance I express my gratitude to all concerned in it, and most especially to Mr Taum Santoski, who has been primarily responsible for the work involved. In addition he has advised me on many particular points which can be best decided by close examination of the original papers, and he has spent much time in trying to decipher those manuscripts in which my father wrote a text in ink on top of another in pencil. I thank also Miss Tracy J. Muench and Miss Elizabeth A. Budde for their part in the work of reproducing the material, and Mr Charles B. Elston for making it possible for me to include in this book several illustrations from manuscripts at Marquette: the pages carrying sketches of Dunharrow, of the mountains at the head of Harrowdale, and of Kirith Ungol, the plan of Minas Tirith, and the full-page drawing of Orthanc (5).

This book follows the plan and presentation of its predecessors, references to previous volumes in ‘The History of Middle-earth’ being generally given in Roman numerals (thus ‘VII’ refers to The Treason of Isengard), FR, TT, and RK being used as abbreviations for The Fellowship of the Ring, The Two Towers, and The Return of the King, and page-references being made throughout to the three-volume hardback edition of The Lord of the Rings (LR). In several parts of the book the textual history is exceedingly complex. Since the story of the evolution of The Lord of the Rings can of course only be discovered by the correct ordering and interpretation of the manuscripts, and must be recounted in those terms, the textual history cannot be much simplified; and I have made much use of identifying letters for the manuscripts in order to clarify my account and to try to avoid ambiguities. In Books IV and V problems of chronological synchronisation became acute: a severe tension is sometimes perceptible between narrative certainties and the demands of an entirely coherent chronological structure (and the attempt to right dislocation in time could very well lead to dislocation in geography). Chronology is so important in this part of The Lord of the Rings that I could not neglect it, but I have put almost all of my complicated and often inconclusive discussion into ‘Notes on the Chronology’ at the end of chapters.

In this book I have used accents throughout in the names of the Rohirrim (Théoden, Éomer, &c.).

Mr Charles Noad has again read the proofs independently and checked the very large number of citations, including those to other passages within the book, with a strictness and care that I seem altogether unable to attain. In addition I have adopted several of his suggestions for improvement in clarity and consistency in my account. I am much indebted to him for this generous and substantial work.

I am very grateful for communications from Mr Alan Stokes and Mr Neil Gaiman, who have explained my father’s reference in his remarks about the origins of the poem Errantry (The Treason of Isengard p. 85): ‘It was begun very many years ago, in an attempt to go on with the model that came unbidden into my mind: the first six lines, in which, I guess, D’ye ken the rhyme to porringer had a part.’ The reference is to a Jacobite song attacking William of Orange as usurper of the English crown from his father-in-law, James II, and threatening to hang him. The first verse of this song runs thus in the version given by Iona and Peter Opie in The Oxford Dictionary of Nursery Rhymes (no. 422):



What is the rhyme for porringer?

What is the rhyme for porringer?

The king he had a daughter fair

And gave the Prince of Orange her.

The verse is known in several forms (in one of which the opening line is Ken ye the rhyme to porringer? and the last And he gave her to an Oranger). This then is the unlikely origin of the provender of the Merry Messenger:



There was a merry passenger,

a messenger, an errander;

he took a tiny porringer

and oranges for provender.




PART ONE
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THE FALL OF SARUMAN




I

THE DESTRUCTION OF ISENGARD

(Chronology)

The writing of the story from ‘The King of the Golden Hall’ to the end of the first book of The Two Towers was an extremely complex process. The ‘Isengard story’ was not conceived and set down as a series of clearly marked ‘chapters’, each one brought to a developed state before the next was embarked on, but evolved as a whole, and disturbances of the structure that entered as it evolved led to dislocations all through the narrative. With my father’s method of composition at this time – passages of very rough and piecemeal drafting being built into a completed manuscript that was in turn heavily overhauled, the whole complex advancing and changing at the same time – the textual confusion in this part of The Lord of the Rings is only penetrable with great difficulty, and to set it out as a clear sequence impossible.

The essential cause of this situation was the question of chronology; and I think that the best way to approach the writing of this part of the narrative is to try to set out first the problems that my father was contending with, and to refer back to this discussion when citing the actual texts.

The story had certain fixed narrative ‘moments’ and relations. Pippin and Merry had encountered Treebeard in the forest of Fangorn and been taken to his ‘Ent-house’ of Wellinghall for the night. On that same day Aragorn, Gimli and Legolas had encountered Éomer and his company returning from battle with the Orcs, and they themselves passed the night beside the battlefield. For these purposes this may be called ‘Day 1’, since earlier events have here no relevance; the actual date according to the chronology of this period in the writing of The Lord of the Rings was Sunday January 29 (see VII.368, 406).

On Day 2, January 30, the Entmoot took place; and on that day Aragorn and his companions met Gandalf returned, and together they set out on their great ride to Eodoras. As they rode south in the evening Legolas saw far off towards the Gap of Rohan a great smoke rising, and he asked Gandalf what it might be: to which Gandalf replied ‘Battle and war!’ (at the end of the chapter ‘The White Rider’).

They rode all night, and reached Eodoras in the early morning of Day 3, January 31. While they spoke with Théoden and Wormtongue in the Golden Hall at Eodoras the Entmoot was still rumbling on far away in Fangorn. In the afternoon of Day 3 Théoden with Gandalf and his companions and a host of the Rohirrim set out west from Eodoras across the plains of Rohan towards the Fords of Isen; and on that same afternoon the Entmoot ended,1 and the Ents began their march on Isengard, which they reached after nightfall.

It is here that the chronological problems appear. There were – or would be, as the story evolved – the following elements (some of them foreseen in some form in the outline that I called ‘The Story Foreseen from Fangorn’, VII.435–6) to be brought into a coherent time-pattern. The Ents would attack Isengard, and drown it by diverting the course of the river Isen. A great force would leave Isengard; the Riders at the Fords of Isen would be driven back over the river. The Rohirrim coming from Eodoras would see a great darkness in the direction of the Wizard’s Vale, and they would meet a lone horseman returning from the battle at the Fords; Gandalf would fleet away westwards on Shadowfax. Théoden and his host, with Aragorn, Gimli and Legolas, would take refuge in a deep gorge in the southern mountains, and a great battle there would turn to victory after certain defeat with the coming of the ‘moving trees’, and the return of Gandalf and the lord of the Rohirrim whose stronghold it was. Finally, Gandalf, with Théoden, Aragorn, Gimli, Legolas and a company of the Riders would leave the refuge and ride to Isengard, now drowned and in ruins, and meet Merry and Pippin sitting on a pile of rubble at the gates.

I

In the original opening of ‘Helm’s Deep’, as will be seen at the beginning of the next chapter, the cavalcade from Eodoras saw ‘a great fume and vapour’ rising over Nan Gurunír, the Wizard’s Vale,2 and met the lone horseman returning from the Fords of Isen, on the same day (Day 3, January 31) as they left the Golden Hall. The horseman (Ceorl) told them that the Riders had been driven back over the Isen with great loss on the previous day (Day 2, January 30); and it must have been ‘the smoke of battle’ that Legolas saw in the evening rising from the Gap of Rohan as they rode south from Fangorn – it cannot of course have been the steam rising from the drowning of Isengard by the Ents (see above). In this original story Théoden and his men, with Aragorn, Gimli and Legolas, took refuge in Helm’s Deep (not yet so named) that same night (Day 3).

A chronological dislocation seems to have been already present in this: for the events of Days 1–3 as set out above were fixed in relation to each other, and the Ents must arrive at Isengard after nightfall of Day 3 (January 31); yet according to the original opening of ‘Helm’s Deep’ the host from Eodoras sees the ‘great fume and vapour’ rising over Nan Gurunír (unquestionably caused by the drowning of Isengard) in the evening of that same day.

II

This time-scheme was duly changed: Théoden and his host camped in the plain on the first night out from Eodoras (Day 3, January 31), and it was in the morning of the second day of the ride (Day 4, February 1) that they saw the great cloud over Nan Gurunír:



As they rode they saw a great spire of smoke and vapour, rising up out of the deep shadow of Nan Gurunír; as it mounted it caught the light of the sun and spread in glowing banks that drifted on the wind over the plains towards them.

‘What do you think of that, Gandalf?’ said Théoden. ‘One would say that all the Wizard’s Vale was burning.’

‘There is ever a fume above that valley in these days,’ said Háma; ‘but I never saw anything like that before.’

It is now in the evening of this second day of their ride that they met the horseman Ceorl coming from the Fords, and on the night of this day that the battle of the Hornburg took place. The chronology was now therefore:



       (Day 3) January 31  Gandalf, Théoden and the Rohirrim depart from Eodoras and camp for the night in the plains. Ents reach Isengard after nightfall and after the departure of the Orc-host begin the drowning of the Circle of Isengard.

       (Day 4) February 1  The host from Eodoras sees in the morning the steams rising from the drowning of Isengard; in the evening they meet Ceorl and learn of the defeat at the Fords of Isen on the previous day; and reach Helm’s Deep after nightfall. Battle of the Hornburg.

It seems impossible to avoid the conclusion that the end of the chapter ‘The White Rider’ (Legolas’ sight of the smoke in the Gap of Rohan on Day 2, January 30) escaped revision when the date of the (Second) Battle of the Fords of Isen was changed to January 31.

III

In the original form of what became the opening of ‘The Road to Isengard’ Gandalf and Théoden, with Aragorn, Gimli and Legolas and a party of Riders, set out from Helm’s Deep shortly after the end of the battle of the Hornburg, without any rest; this was on Day 5, February 2, and they reached Isengard not long after noon on the same day. As they approached Nan Gurunír



they saw rising up out of deep shadows a vast spire of smoke and vapour; as it mounted it caught the light of the sun, and spread in glowing billows in the sky, and the wind bore them over the plain.

‘What do you think of that, Gandalf?’ said Théoden. ‘One would say that all the Wizard’s Vale was burning.’

‘There is ever a fume above that valley in these days,’ said Éomer; ‘but I have never seen anything like this before. These are steams, rather than smokes. Some devilry Saruman is brewing to greet us.’

This dialogue was lifted straight from its earlier place at the beginning of the ‘Helm’s Deep’ story (see II above) – with substitution of Éomer for Háma, slain at the Hornburg, and in ‘Helm’s Deep’ a different passage was inserted, as found in TT pp. 131–2, in which what is seen in the North-west is ‘a shadow that crept down slowly from the Wizard’s Vale’, and there is no mention of fume or steam.

The reason for these changes was again chronological: the host on its way from Eodoras is not to see great steams rising from Isengard on Day 4, but the ‘veiling shadow’ of the Huorns as they came down into the Wizard’s Vale. Thus:



       (Day 4) February 1  The host from Eodoras sees in the morning the shade of the moving trees far off in the North-west; the drowning of Isengard was not begun till night. At night Battle of the Hornburg.

       (Day 5) February 2  In the morning Théoden and Gandalf and their company ride to Isengard, and find it drowned.

IV

The chronology was then changed to that of ‘The Road to Isengard’ in TT, whereby Théoden and Gandalf and their company do not leave Helm’s Deep until much later on Day 5, pass the night camped below Nan Gurunír, and do not reach Isengard until midday on Day 6 (February 3). This chronology is set out in a time-scheme (additions of mine in brackets):



       [Day 3] January 31  Ents arrive at Isengard, night. Break in.

       [Day 4] February 1  Dawn, they go away north to make dams. All that day Merry and Pippin alone until dusk. Gandalf arrives at Isengard at nightfall, and meets Treebeard. Drowning of Isengard begins late at night. [Battle of the Hornburg.]

       [Day 5] February 2  Isengard steams all day and column of smoke arises in evening. [Gandalf, Théoden, &c. see this from their camp below Nan Gurunír.] Huorns return in night to Isengard.

       [Day 6] February 3  Morning, Treebeard returns to Gates. Sets Merry and Pippin to watch. Wormtongue comes. [Gandalf, Théoden, &c. arrive shortly after noon.]

This is the chronology of LR, as set out in The Tale of Years, though the actual dates are of course different (in LR March 2 = January 31 in this scheme).

This, I believe, is how the chronology evolved; but as will be seen in the following chapters, earlier time-schemes appear in the drafts for passages far on in the actual narrative, because as I have said all this part of LR was written as a whole. Thus for example in the first draft of Merry’s story of the destruction and drowning of Isengard (in TT in the chapter ‘Flotsam and Jetsam’) the chronology belongs with the scheme described in II above, and against it my father noted: ‘Drowning must not begin until night of Hornburg battle.’

Despite the way in which this part of the story was written, I think that it will in fact be clearest to break my account into chapters corresponding to those in The Two Towers; this inevitably entails a certain amount of advance and retreat in terms of the actual sequence of composition, but I hope that this preliminary account will clarify the shifting chronological basis in the different texts.

NOTES



  1   The extra day of the Entmoot (TT pp. 87–8) was not added until much later: VII.407, 419.

  2   Nan Gurunír, the Valley of Saruman, was added in to a blank space left for the name in the manuscript of ‘Treebeard’ (VII.420 note 9).




II

HELM’S DEEP

A first draft of this story, abandoned after it had proceeded for some distance, differs so essentially from its form in The Two Towers that I give it here in full. This text bears the chapter number XXVIII, without title. For the chronology see p. 4, § I.

There was a much-ridden way, northwestward along the foothills of the Black Mountains. Up and down over the rolling green country it ran, crossing small swift streams by many fords. Far ahead and to the right the shadow of the Misty Mountains drew nearer. Beneath the distant peak of Methedras in dark shadow lay the deep vale of Nan Gurunír; a great fume and vapour rose there and drifted towards them over the plain.1 Halting seldom they rode on into the evening. The sun went down before them. Darkness grew behind.

Their spears were tipped with fiery red as the last shafts of light stained the clouds above Tindtorras;2 the three peaks stood black against the sunset upon the northmost arm of the Black Mountains. In that last red light men in the van saw a horseman riding back towards them. As he drew near, the host halted, awaiting him.

He came, a weary man with dinted helm, and cloven shield. Slowly he climbed from his horse, and stood there a while, panting. At length he spoke. ‘Is Éomer here?’ he asked. ‘You come at last, but too late and too few. Things have gone evilly, since Théodred fell.3 We were driven back over the bend of the Isen with great loss yesterday; many perished at the crossing. Then at night fresh forces came over the river against our camp. All Isengard must be emptied; and the Wizard has armed the wild hill-men and the scattered folk of Westfold,4 and these also he loosed upon us. We were overmastered. The shieldwall was broken. Trumbold [> Herulf > Heorulf]5 the Westmarcher has drawn off those he could gather towards his fastness under Tindtorras. Others are scattered. Where is Éomer? Tell him there is no hope ahead: he should return to Eodoras, before the wolves of Saruman come there!’

Théoden rode up. ‘Come, stand before me, Ceorl!’ he said. ‘I am here. The last host of the Eorlingas has ridden forth. It will not return unfought.’

The man’s face lightened with wonder and joy. He drew himself up. Then he knelt offering his notched sword to the King. ‘Command me, lord,’ he cried, ‘and pardon me! I did not know, I thought—’

‘You thought I remained in Eodoras, bent like an old tree under winter snow. So it was when you went. But a wind has shaken off somewhat the cold burden,’ said Théoden. ‘Give this man a fresh horse. Let us ride to the aid of Trumbold [> Heorulf]!’

Forward they rode again, urging on their horses. Suddenly Gandalf spoke to Shadowfax, and like an arrow from the bow the great horse sprang away. Even as they looked, he was gone: a flash of silver in the sunset, a wind in the grass, a shadow that fled and faded from sight. For a while Snowmane and the horses of the King’s guard strained in pursuit, but if they had walked they would have had as much chance of overtaking him.

‘What does that mean?’ said Háma to a comrade. ‘Ever he comes and goes unlooked-for.’

‘Wormtongue, were he here, would not find it hard to explain,’ said the other.

‘True,’ said Háma, ‘but for myself I will wait till we see him again.’

‘If ever we do,’ said the other.

It was night and the host was still riding swiftly, when cries and hornblasts were heard from the scouts that rode ahead. Arrows whistled overhead. They were crossing a wide vale, a bay in the mountains. On the further side the Tindtorras were hidden in darkness. Some miles ahead still lay the opening of the great cleft in the hills which men of that land called Heorulf’s Clough:6 steep and narrow it wound inward under the Tindtorras, and where it issued in the vale, upon an outjutting heel of rock, was built the fastness of Heorulf’s Hold.7

The scouts rode back and reported that wolfriders were abroad in the vale, and that a host of orcs and wild men, very great indeed, was hastening southward over the plain to gain the gates of the Nerwet.8

‘We have found some of our men slain as they fled,’ said one of the scouts; ‘and scattered companies we have met, going this way and that, leaderless; but many are making for Herulf’s Hold, and say that Herulf is already there.’

‘We had best not give battle in the dark, nor await the day here in the open, not knowing the number of the coming host,’ said Éomer, who had ridden up to the King’s side. ‘What is your counsel, Aragorn?’

‘To drive through such enemies as are before us, and encamp before the Nerwet Gate to defend if may be, while the men who have fought rest behind our shield.’

‘Let it be so!’ said Théoden. ‘We will go thither in many [separate comp]anies: let a man who is nightsighted and knows [well the land] go at the head of each.’9

At this point my father stopped, and returned to ‘It was night and the host was still riding swiftly …’ In the passage just given is the first appearance of Helm’s Deep (‘Heorulf’s Clough’) and the Hornburg (‘Heorulf’s Hold’) on its ‘outjutting heel of rock’; Heorulf being the precursor of Erkenbrand of Westfold.

Night had fallen, and still the host was riding swiftly on. They had turned northward, and were bearing towards the fords of the Isen, when cries and hornblasts were heard from their scouts that went in front. Arrows whistled over them. At this time they were at the outer end of a wide vale, a bay in the mountains of the south. On its further western side the Tindtorras were hidden in darkness; beneath their feet [> the peaks], some miles away, lay the opening of the great cleft in the hills which men of that land called Heorulf’s Clough [> lay the green coomb out of which opened a great cleft in the hills. Men of that land called it Helm’s Deep],10 after some hero of ancient wars who had made his refuge there. Ever steeper and narrower it wound inward under the Tindtorras, till the crowhaunted cliffs on either side towered far above and shut out the light. Where it issued in the vale, upon [added: the Stanrock,] an outjutting heel of land, was built the fastness of Heorulf’s Hoe11 (Hold?). Stanrock. [> was built the fastness of Helmsgate. There Heorulf the Marcher had his hold.]

A scout now rode back and reported that wolfriders were abroad in the valley, and that a host of orcs and wild men, very great indeed, was hurrying southward over the plain towards Heorulf’s Hold.

‘We have found many of our own folk lying slain as they fled thither,’ said the scout. ‘And we have met scattered companies, going this way and that, leaderless. Some are making for the Clough [> Helmsgate], but it seems that Nothelm [> Heorulf] is not there. His plan was changed, and men do not know whither he has gone. Some say that Wormtongue was seen today [> Some say that Wormtongue was seen in the evening going north, and in the dusk an old man on a great horse rode the same way].’

‘Well, if Nothelm be in the Hold or not, [> ‘It will go ill with Wormtongue, if Gandalf overtakes him,’ said Théoden. ‘Nonetheless I miss now both counsellors, old and new. Yet it seems to me that whether Heorulf be in his Hold or no,] in this need we have no better choice than to go thither ourselves,’ said Théoden. ‘What is your counsel?’ he said, turning to Éomer who had now ridden up to the King’s side.

‘We should be ill advised to give battle in the dark,’ said Éomer, ‘or to await the day here in the open, not knowing the number of the oncoming host. Let us drive through such foes as are between us and Herulf’s Clough [> the fastness], and encamp before the Hold [> its gate]. Then if we cannot break out, we may retreat to the Hold. There are caves in the gorge [> Helm’s Deep] behind where hundreds may hide, and secret ways lead up thence, I am told, onto the hills.’

‘Trust not to them!’ said Aragorn. ‘Saruman has long spied out this land. Still, in such a place our defence might last long.’

‘Let us go then,’ said Théoden. ‘We will ride thither in many separate companies. A man who is nightsighted and knows well the land shall go at the head of each.’

I interrupt the text here to discuss some aspects of this story. The names present an apparently impenetrable confusion, but I think that the development was more or less as follows. My father was uncertain whether ‘Heorulf’ (‘Herulf’) was the present lord of the ‘Hold’ or the hero after whom the ‘Clough’ was named. When he wrote, in the passage just given, ‘which men of that land called Heorulf’s Clough, after some hero of ancient wars who had made his refuge there’ he had decided on the latter, and therefore the name of the present ‘West-marcher’ (precursor of Erkenbrand) was changed, becoming Nothelm. Then, changing again, Nothelm reverted to Heorulf, while the gorge was named after Helm: Helmshaugh (note 10), then Helm’s Deep. The fastness (Heorulf’s Hoe or Hold) standing on the Stanrock is now called Helmsgate, which in LR refers to the entrance to Helm’s Deep across which the Deeping Wall was built.

The image of the great gorge and the fortress built on the jutting heel or ‘hoe’ arose, I believe, as my father wrote this first draft of the new chapter. In the outline ‘The Story Foreseen from Fangorn’ (VII.435) Gandalf’s sudden galloping off on Shadowfax is present, and ‘by his help and Aragorn the Isengarders are driven back’; there is no suggestion of any gorge or hold in the hills to the south. So again in the present narrative he says nothing before he rides off; whereas in TT he tells Théoden not to go the Fords of Isen but to ride to Helm’s Deep. Thus in the original story it was not until ‘cries and hornblasts were heard from their scouts that went in front’ and ‘arrows whistled over them’ that the leaders of the host decided to make for the Hold; in TT (where the actual wording of the passage is scarcely changed) the host was ‘in the low valley before the mouth of the Coomb’ when these things happened.

The present text agrees well with the First Map (redrawn section IVE, VII.319). At this time the host was ‘at the outer end of a wide vale, a bay in the mountains of the south’; and ‘Heorulf’s Clough’ lay somewhere near the western end of this ‘bay’. The First Map is in fact less clear at this point than my redrawing makes it, but the map that I made in 1943, which was closely based on the First Map (see VII.299), shows Helm’s Deep very clearly as running in towards the Tindtorras (Thrihyrne) from a point well to the north and west of the ‘bay in the mountains’ – the Westfold Vale, in the present text not yet named (see note 4).12

On the page of the completed manuscript in which the final form of this passage (TT p. 133) was reached the text reads thus: ‘Still some miles away, on the far side of the Westfold Vale, a great bay in the mountains, lay a green coomb out of which a gorge opened in the hills.’ There is no question that this is correct, and that this was what my father intended: the great bay in the mountains was of course the Westfold Vale. In the typescript based on this, however, the sentence became, for some obscure reason (there is no ambiguity in the manuscript): ‘Still some miles away, on the far side of the Westfold Vale, lay a green coomb, a great bay in the mountains, out of which a gorge opened in the hills.’ This error is perpetuated in The Two Towers.

In this original narrative it was on the night of the day of departure from Eodoras that the host came to the hold in the hills; subsequently13 it was on the night of the second day (for the chronology see pp. 4–5, §§ I–II). In the later story it is said (TT p. 131) that ‘Forty leagues and more it was, as a bird flies, from Edoras to the fords of the Isen’, and this agrees very well with the First Map, where the distance is almost 2.5 cm., or 125 miles (= just over 40 leagues). It may have been a closer look at the map that led to the extension of the ride across the plain by a further day. On the other hand, there was also an evident difficulty with the chronology as it now stood: see p. 4, § I.

The original draft continues:

Aragorn and Legolas rode with Éomer’s éored. That company needed no guide more keen of sight than Legolas, or a man who knew the land, far and wide about, better than Éomer himself. Slowly, and as silently as they might, they went through the night, turning back from the plain, and climbing westward into the dim folds about the mountains’ feet. They came upon few of the enemy, except here and there a roving band of orcs who fled ere the riders could slay many; but ever the rumour of war grew behind them. Soon they could hear harsh singing, and if they turned and looked back they could see, winding up from the low country, red torches, countless points of fiery light. A very wood of trees must have been felled to furnish them. Every now and then a brighter blaze leaped up.

‘It is a great host,’ said Aragorn, ‘and follows us close.’

‘They bring fire,’ said Éomer, ‘and are burning as they come all that they can kindle: rick and cot and tree. We shall have a great debt to pay them.’

‘The reckoning is not far off,’ said Aragorn. ‘Shall we soon find ground where we can turn and stand?’

‘Yes,’ said Éomer. ‘Across the wide mouth of the coomb, at some distance from Helmsgate there is a fall in the ground, so sharp and sheer that to those approaching it seems as if they came upon a wall. This we call [Stanshelf Stanscylf >]14 Helm’s dike. In places it is twenty feet high, and on the top it has been crowned with a rampart of great stones, piled in ancient days. There we will stand. Thither the other companies will also come. There are three ways that lead up through breaches in the cliff:15 these we must hold strongly.’

It was dark, starless and moonless, when they came to [the Stanshelf >] Helm’s dike. Éomer led them up by a broad sloping path that climbed through a deep notch in the cliff and came out upon the new level some way behind the rampart. They were unchallenged. No one was there before them, friend or foe.16 At once Éomer set guards upon the [breaches >] Inlets. Ere long other companies arrived, creeping up the valley from various directions. There were wide grass-slopes between the rampart and the Stanrock. There they set their horses under such guards as could be spared from the manning of the wall.

Gimli stood leaning against a great stone at a high point of the [Stanshelf >] dike not far from the inlet by which they had entered. Legolas was on the stone above fingering his bow and peering into the blackness.

‘This is more to my liking,’ said the dwarf, stamping his feet on the ground. ‘Ever my heart lightens as we draw near the mountains. There is good rock here. This country has hard bones. I feel it under my feet. Give me a year and a hundred of my kin and we could make this a place that armies would break against like water.’

‘I doubt it not,’ said Legolas. ‘But you’re a dwarf, and dwarves are strange folk. I like it not, and shall like it no more by the light of day. But you comfort me, Gimli, and I am glad to have you stand by me with your stout legs and hard axe.’

Shapes loomed up beside them. It was Éomer and Aragorn walking together along the line of the rampart. ‘I am anxious,’ said Éomer. ‘Most have now arrived; but one company is still lacking, and also the King and his guard.’

‘If you will give me some hardy men, I will take Gimli and Legolas here, and go a little down the valley and look for tidings,’ said Aragorn.

‘And find more than you are looking for,’ said Gimli.

‘That is likely,’ said Éomer. ‘We will wait a while.’

A slow time passed, when suddenly at no great distance down the valley a clamour broke out. Horns sounded. ‘There are some of our folk come into an ambush, or taken in the rear,’ cried Éomer. ‘Théoden will be there. Wait here, I will hold the men back to the wall, and choose some to go forth. I will be back swiftly.’

Horns sounded again, and in the still darkness they could hear the clash of weapons. In brief while Éomer returned with twenty men.

‘This errand I will take,’ said Aragorn. ‘You are needed on the wall. Come, Legolas! Your eyes will serve us.’ He sped down the slope.

‘Where Legolas goes, I go,’ said Gimli, and ran after them.

The watchers on the wall saw nothing for a while, then suddenly there were louder cries, and wilder yells. A clear voice rang, echoing in the hills. Elendil! It seemed that far below in the shadows a white flame flashed.

‘Branding goes to war at last,’ said Éomer.

A horseman appeared before the main breach, and was admitted. ‘Where is Théoden King?’ asked Éomer.

‘Among his guard,’ said the man. ‘But many are unhorsed. We rode into an ambush, and orcs sprang out of the ground among us, hamstringing many of our steeds. Snowmane and the King escaped; for that horse is nightsighted, and sprang over the heads of the orcs. But Théoden dismounted and fought among his guard. Herugrim sang a song that has long been silent. Aragorn is with them, and he sends word that a great host of orcs is on his heels. Man the wall! He will come in by the main breach if he can.’

The noise of battle drew nearer. Those on the rampart could do nothing to aid. They had not many archers among them, and these could not shoot in the darkness while their friends were still in front. One by one men of the missing company came in, till all but five were mustered. Last came the King’s guard on foot, with the King in their midst, leading Snowmane.

‘Hasten, Lord!’ cried Éomer.

At that moment there was a wild cry. Orcs were attacking the [breaches >] inlets on either hand, and before the King had been brought in to safety out of the darkness there sprang a host of dark shapes driving towards the great breach. A white fire shone. There in their path could be seen for a moment Aragorn son of Arathorn: on his one side was Gimli, on the other Legolas.

‘Back now, my comrades!’ cried Aragorn. ‘I will follow.’ Even as Gimli and Legolas ran back towards the rampart, he leaped forward. Before the flame of Branding the orcs fled. Then slowly Aragorn retreated walking backward. Even as he did so step by step one great orc came forward, while others stalked behind him. As Aragorn turned at last to run up the inlet, the orc sprang after him: but an arrow whined and he fell sprawling and lay still. For some time no others dared to draw near. ‘Sure is the shaft of the elven bow, and keen are the eyes of Legolas!’ said Aragorn as he joined the elf and they ran together to the rampart.

Thus at last the King’s host was brought within the fastness, and turned to bay before the mouth of Helm’s Deep. The night was not yet old, and many hours of darkness and peril yet remained. Théoden was unhurt; but he grieved for the loss of so many of the horses of his guard, and he looked upon Snowmane bleeding at the shoulder: a glancing arrow had struck him. ‘Fair is the riding forth, friend,’ he said; ‘but often the road is bitter.’

‘Grieve not for Snowmane, lord,’ said Aragorn. ‘The hurt is light. I will tend it, with such skill as I have, while the enemy still holds off. They have suffered losses more grievous than ours, and will suffer more if they dare to assail this place.’

Here the original draft ends as formed narrative, but continues as an outline, verging on narrative. This was written over a faint pencilled text that seems to have been much the same.

There is an attack. Endless numbers. Grappling hooks, ladders, piled slain. Riders block breaches with stones from high places, and with bodies. Orcs keep on getting in. Riders lose few men, most at breaches. Orcs once got near the horses. Late in the night the (waning?) moon shone fitfully, and the defenders see a boiling throng beneath the wall. Slowly the dead were piling up.

Wild men in steel mesh forced the north breach, and turning south began to drive men from the rampart. Orcs clamber over. Dawn sees the Rohan [in ‘Rohan at a disadvantage’] giving way all along. The horses are taken away to Helm’s Deep, with the King. They make a shieldwall and retreat slowly up towards the Stanrock.

The sun comes out, and then all stare: defenders and attackers. A mile or so below the Dike, from North to South in a great crescent, they beheld a marvel. Men rubbed their eyes thinking that they dreamed or were dizzy with wounds and weariness. Where all had been upland and grass-clad slopes, there stood now a wood of great trees. Like beeches they were, robed in withered leaves, and like ancient oaks with tangled boughs, and gnarled pines stood dark among them. The orcs gave back. The Wild Men wavered crying in terrified voices, for they came from the woods under the west sides of the Misty Mountains.

At that moment from the Stanrock a trumpet sounded. Forth rode Théoden with his guard, and a company (of Heorulf’s men?). They charged down crashing into the Wild Men and driving them back in ruin over the cliff.

‘Wizardry is abroad!’ said [?men]. ‘What can this betoken?’

‘Wizardry maybe,’ said Éomer. ‘But it seems not to be any device of our enemies. See how dismayed they are.’

A few lines of very rapid and partly illegible notes follow:



Their horses were often nightsighted; but the men were not so nightsighted as the orcs. Rohan at a disadvantage in dark. As soon as it grows light they are able to fight. The orcs are no match for the horsemen on the slopes before the Stanrock. Sorties from Helm’s Deep and Stanrock. Orcs dive back over wall. It is then that the Wood is seen.

Orcs trapped. Trees grab them. And the wood is full of Herulf’s folk. Gandalf has collected the wanderers. [?About] 500. Hardly any of the attackers escape. So hopelessness turns to victory. Meanwhile Herulf told by Gandalf to hold the …. rode …….. another force sent …. Eodoras. This is now caught between Herulf and the victorious forces of the King. In a battle on the plain ……… terror struck by Aragorn and Gandalf. The host not wishing to rest rides down the fleeing remnant [?back towards] Isengard.

The sentence beginning ‘Meanwhile Herulf told by Gandalf to hold the’ might possibly, but very doubtfully indeed, be completed: ‘eastern rode [for road] has resisted another force sent towards Eodoras.’

This then was the original story of Helm’s Deep, to become far more complex in its development with the emergence of a much more elaborate system of fortification across the mouth of the Deep (the description and narrative in The Two Towers can be followed, incidentally, very precisely in my father’s drawing, ‘Helm’s Deep and the Hornburg’, in Pictures by J. R. R. Tolkien, no. 26). In this earliest account the ‘fastness’ consisted only of the sudden natural fall in the land across the mouth of the coomb, fortified with a parapet of great stones; in this there were three ‘breaches’, a word that my father changed to ‘inlets’, perhaps to suggest that they had been deliberately made. The nature of the ‘hold’ of Heorulf on the Stanrock is not indicated; and all the battle of Helm’s Deep took place along the line of Helm’s Dike.

An isolated scrap of drafting that was not finally used evidently belongs with the original story and may be included here:

Aragorn was away behind the defences tending the wound in Snowmane’s shoulder, and speaking gentle words to the horse. As the fragrance of athelas rose in the air, his mind went back to the defence on Weathertop, and to the escape from Moria. ‘It is a long journey,’ he said to himself. ‘From one hopeless corner we escape but to find another more desperate. Yet alas, Frodo, I would be happier in heart if you were with us in this grim place. Where now do you wander?’

Written on this same page is an outline in which the radical alteration of the story of the assault first enters.

When Éomer and Aragorn reach Dike they are challenged. Heorulf has left watchers on Dike. They report that the fort of Helm’s Gate is manned – mainly older men, and most of the folk of the Westmarch have taken refuge in the Deep. Great store of food and fodder is in the caves.

Then follows story as told above until rescue of King.17

Éomer and Aragorn decide that they cannot hold Dike in dark (without archers). The Dike is over a mile – 2 miles? – long. The main host and King go to Stanrock. The horses are led to the Deep. Aragorn and Éomer with a few men (their horses ready in rear) hold the inlets as long as they dare. These they block with stones rolled from the rampart.

The assault on the inlets. Soon drives in as the Orcs clamber up rampart in between. Ladders? Wild men drive in from North Inlet. The defenders flee. Tremendous assault upon the mouth of the Deep where a high stone wall was built. [Added here but at the same time: breastwork crowned with stones. Here G[imli] speaks his words. Reduce description of Helm’s Dike – it is not fortified.] Orcs boil round foot of the Stanrock. Then describe the assault as above.18 Orcs piling up over the wall. Wild men climb on the goblins’ dead bodies. Moon … men fighting on the wall top.19 Disadvantage of the Riders. The wall taken and Rohan driven back into the gorge. Dawn. Éomer and Aragorn go to the Stanrock to stand by the King in the Tower.

They see in the sunlight the wonder of the Wood.

Charge of Théoden (Éomer left, Aragorn right). [? With day fortunes change.] Men issue on horses. But the host is vast, only it is disconcerted by the Wood. Almost [? the watchers could] believe it had moved up the valley as the battle raged.

Trees should come right up to Dike. In the midst out rides Gandalf from the wood. And rides through the orcs as if they were rats and crows.

My father began a new text of the chapter before important elements in the story and in the physical setting had been clarified, and as a result this (the first completed manuscript) is an extremely complicated document. It was only after he had begun it that he extended the ride from Eodoras by a further day, and described the great storm coming up out of the East (TT pp. 131–2); and when he began it he had not yet realised that Helm’s Dike was not the scene of the great assault: ‘what really happened’ was that the men manning the Dike were driven in, and the defence of the redoubt was at the line of a great wall further up at the mouth of the gorge – the ‘Deeping Wall’ – and the Hornburg. At this point in the manuscript the story can be seen changing as my father wrote: in Éomer’s reply to Aragorn’s question ‘Shall we soon find ground where we can turn and stand?’ (p. 13) he begins as before with an account of the fortification of the Dike (‘crowned with a rampart of great stones, piled in ancient days’), but by the end of his reply he is saying that the Dike cannot be held:

‘… But we cannot long defend it, for we have not enough strength. It is near two miles from end to end, and is pierced by two wide breaches. We shall not be able to stand at bay till we get to the Stanrock, and come behind the wall that guards the entrance to the Deep. That is high and strong, for Heorulf had it repaired and raised not long ago.’

Immediately after this the Deeping Stream entered, and the two breaches in the Dike were reduced to one: there ‘a stream flows down out of the Deep, and beside it the road runs from Helm’s Gate to the valley.’20 At this stage, however, the final story was still not reached, but follows the outline just given (p. 18):

The King and the main part of his host now rode on to man the Stanrock and Heorulf’s wall. But the Westmarchers would not yet abandon the dike while any hope remained of Heorulf’s return. Éomer and Aragorn and a few picked men stayed with them guarding the breach; for it seemed to Éomer that they might do great harm to the advance-guard of the enemy and then escape swiftly ere the main strength of the orcs and wild men forced the passage.

The story from this point was built up in a textually extremely complex series of short drafts leading to more finished forms, while earlier portions of the chapter were changed to accommodate the evolving conception of the redoubt as the scene of the battle. To follow this evolution in all its detail would require a very great deal of space, and I record only certain rejected narrative ideas and other particular points of interest.

Before the story (TT pp. 138–40) of the sortie of Éomer and Aragorn from the postern gate emerged, the repulse of the attack on the great gates of the Hornburg was differently conceived:

Now with a great cry a company of the wild men moved forward, among them they bore the trunk of a great tree. The orcs crowded about them. The tree was swung by many strong hands, and smote the timbers with a boom. At that moment there was a sudden call. Among the boulders upon the flat and narrow rim beneath the fastness and the brink a few brave men had lain hidden. Aragorn was their leader. ‘Up now, up now,’ he shouted. ‘Out Branding, out!’ A blade flashed like white fire. ‘Elendil, Elendil!’ he shouted, and his voice echoed in the cliffs.

‘See, see!’ said Éomer. ‘Branding has gone to war at last. Why am I not there? We were to have drawn blades together.’

None could withstand the onset of Aragorn, or the terror of his sword. The orcs fled, the hill-men were hewn down, or fled leaving their ram upon the ground. The rock was cleared. Then Aragorn and his men turned to run back within the gates while there was yet time. His men had passed within, when again the lightning flashed. Thunder crashed. From among the fallen at the top of the causeway three huge orcs sprang up – the white hand could be seen on their shields. Men shouted warning from the gates, and Aragorn for an instant turned. At that moment the foremost of the orcs hurled a stone: it struck him on the helm and he stumbled, falling to his knee. The thunder rolled. Before he could get up and back the three orcs were upon him.

Here this story was overtaken by that of the sortie from the postern. In the final manuscript form of this, Aragorn, looking at the gates, added after the words (TT p. 139) ‘Their great hinges and iron bars were wrenched and bent; many of their timbers were cracked’: ‘The doors will not withstand another such battering.’ These words were left out of the typescript that followed, but there is nothing in the manuscript to suggest that they should be, and it seems clear that their omission was an error (especially since they give point to Éomer’s reply: ‘Yet we cannot stay here beyond the walls to defend them’).

Gimli’s cry as he sprang on the Orcs who had fallen on Éomer: Baruk Khazâd! Khazâd ai-mênu! appears in this form from the first writing of the scene. Years later, after the publication of LR, my father began on an analysis of all fragments of other languages (Quenya, Sindarin, Khuzdul, the Black Speech) found in the book, but unhappily before he had reached the end of FR the notes, at the outset full and elaborate, had diminished to largely uninterpretable jottings. Baruk he here translated as ‘axes’, without further comment; ai-mênu is analysed as aya, mēnu, but the meanings are not clearly legible: most probably aya ‘upon’, mēnu ‘acc. pl. you’.

A curious point arises in Gimli’s remark after his rescue of Éomer during the sortie from the postern gate (TT p. 140): ‘Till now I have hewn naught but wood since I left Moria.’ This is clearly inconsistent with Legolas’ words in ‘The Departure of Boromir’, when he and Gimli came upon Aragorn beside Boromir’s body near Parth Galen: ‘We have hunted and slain many Orcs in the woods’; compare also the draft of a later passage (VII.386) where, when Aragorn, Legolas and Gimli set out in pursuit of the Orcs, Gimli says: ‘… those that attacked Boromir were not the only ones. Legolas and I met some away southwards on the west slopes of Amon Hen. We slew many, creeping on them among the trees …’ I do not think that any ‘explanation’ of this will serve: it is simply an inconsistency never observed.21

The ‘wild hill-men’ at the assault on Helm’s Deep came from ‘Westfold’, valleys on the western side of the Misty Mountains (see p. 8 and note 4), and this application of ‘Westfold’ survived until a late stage of revision of the manuscript: it was still present in drafting for what became ‘The Road to Isengard’.22 Until the change in application was made, the Westfold Vale was called ‘the Westmarch Vale’.

In this connection there are two notable passages. The dialogue between Aragorn and Éomer and Gamling the Westmarcher on the Deeping Wall, hearing the cries of the wild men below (TT p. 142), takes this form in a rejected draft:

‘I hear them,’ said Éomer; ‘but they are only as the scream of birds and the bellowing of beasts to my ears.’

‘Yet among them are many that cry in the tongue of Westfold [later > in the Dunland tongue],’ said Aragorn; ‘and that is a speech of men, and once was accounted good to hear.’

‘True words you speak,’ said Gamling, who had climbed now on the wall. ‘I know that tongue. It is ancient, and once was spoken in many valleys of the Mark. But now it is used in deadly hate. They shout rejoicing in our doom. “The king, the king!” they cry. “We will take their king! Death to the Forgoil! Death to the Strawheads! Death to the robbers of the North.” Such names they have for us. Not in half a thousand years have they forgot their grievance, that the lords of Gondor gave the Mark to Eorl the Young as a reward for his service to Elendil and Isildur, while they held back. It is this old hatred that Saruman has inflamed. …’

With this compare the passage in drafting of ‘The King of the Golden Hall’ (VII.444) where Aragorn, seeing on one of the hangings in the Golden Hall the figure of the young man on a white horse, said: ‘Behold Eorl the Young! Thus he rode out of the North to the Battle of the Field of Gorgoroth’ – the battle in which Sauron was overthrown by Gil-galad and Elendil.23 On the enormously much briefer time-span that my father conceived at this time see VII.450 note 11.

An extremely rapid initial sketch for the parley between Aragorn, standing above the gates of the Hornburg, and the enemy below shows an entirely different conception from that in TT (p. 145):



Aragorn and the Captain of Westfold.

Westfolder says if the King is yielded all may go alive. Where to? To Isengard. Then the Westmarch is to be given back to us, and all the …. land.

Who says so? Saruman. That is indeed a good warrant.

Aragorn rebukes Westfolder for [??aiding] Orcs. Westfolder is humbled.

Orc captain jeers. Needs must accept the terms when no others will serve. We are the Uruk-hai, we slay!

Orcs shoot an arrow at Aragorn as they retreat. But the Westfold Captain hews down the archer.

On the back of the page in which the new story of the assault entered (p. 17) my father wrote the following namesRohirhoth:  Rohirwaith  Rochirchoth  Rohirhoth  Rochann  Rohann  Rohirrim; and also Éomeark  Éomearc. I do not know whether Rochann, Rohann is to be associated with the use of Rohan on pp. 16, 18 apparently as a term for the Riders.24

In a draft for the passage describing the charge from the Hornburg the King rode with Aragorn at his right hand and Háma at his left. For Háma’s death before the gates of the Hornburg see p. 41 note 8.

Lastly, at the end of the chapter, Legolas, seeing the strange Wood beyond Helm’s Dike, said: ‘This is wizardry indeed! “Greenleaf, Greenleaf, when thy last shaft is shot, under strange trees shalt thou go.” Come! I would look on this forest, ere the spell changes.’ The words he cited were from the riddling verse addressed to him by Galadriel and borne by Gandalf (‘The White Rider’, VII.431):

Greenleaf, Greenleaf, bearer of the elven-bow,

Far beyond Mirkwood many trees on earth grow.

Thy last shaft when thou hast shot, under strange trees

                                               shalt thou go!

His words were not corrected on the manuscript, and survived into the typescript that followed (see p. 420).

NOTES



  1   For the subsequent history of this passage see pp. 4–6.

  2   Tindtorras: earlier name for the Thrihyrne; see VII.320.

  3   In the first version of ‘The King of the Golden Hall’ the Second Master of the Mark was Eofored, and when Théodred appears he is not Théoden’s son (see VII.446–7 and note 17). The ‘First Battle of the Fords of Isen’, in which Théodred fell, was now present (VII.444 and note 12), and in a contemporary time-scheme is dated January 25, the day before the death of Boromir and the Breaking of the Fellowship (in LR February 25 and 26).

  4   On the First Map (redrawn section IVD, VII.319) Westfold was written against a vale on the western side of the Misty Mountains, south of Dunland (though afterwards struck out in this position and reinserted along the northern foothills of the Black Mountains west of Eodoras). It cannot be said whether Dunland and Westfold originally stood together on the map as names of distinct regions, or whether Dunland was only entered when Westfold was removed.

  5   The change from Trumbold to Herulf, Heorulf (afterwards Erkenbrand) was
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* At this point the text of the manuscript page reproduced on p. 90 begins, and continues to the end of the second paragraph.




* Pelargir was first placed at the top of the delta of Anduin. On the First Map (VII.309) a pencilled dot within a circle was placed beside Anduin at the point where rivers flow in from east and west on R 13: this is obviously Pelargir, and was no doubt entered at this time. Another pencilled dot within a circle was put in to the east of the original Morthond on First Map Q 12 (just to the right of the i of Enedwaith), and this is evidently Erech.
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