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  17-20 OctoberOvillers Post and Hessian Trench.


  21-22 OctoberCapture of Regina Trench.


  27 OctoberTolkien reports sick at Beauval.


  28 OctoberHe leaves his service battalion.


  29 October-7 NovemberIn hospital, Le Touquet.
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    Preface


    This biographical study arose from a single observation: how strange it is that J. R. R. Tolkien should have embarked upon his monumental mythology in the midst of the First World War, the crisis of disenchantment that shaped the modern era.


    It recounts his life and creative endeavours during the years 1914-18, from his initial excursions into his first invented Elvish language as a final-year undergraduate at Oxford, through the opening up of his horizons by arduous army training and then the horror of work as a battalion signal officer on the Somme, to his two years as a chronic invalid standing guard at Britains seawall and writing the first tales of his legendarium.


    Travelling far beyond the military aspects of the war, I have tried to indicate the breadth and depth of Tolkiens interests and inspirations. The growth of his mythology is examined from its first linguistic and poetic seeds to its early bloom in The Book of Lost Tales, the forerunner of The Silmarillion, envisaged in its beginnings as a compendium of long-forgotten stories of the ancient world as seen through elvish eyes. As well as a critical examination of this first foray into what Tolkien later came to call Middle-earth, I have provided commentaries on many of his early poems, one of which (The Lonely Isle) appears here in full for the first time since its publication in the 1920s, in a small-press book now long out of print. I hope I have given Tolkiens early poetry and prose the serious consideration they deserve, not as mere juvenilia, but as the vision of a unique writer in the springtime of his powers; a vision already sweeping in its scope and weighty in its themes, yet characteristically rich in detail, insight and life.


    One of my aims has been to place Tolkiens creative activities in the context of the international conflict, and the cultural upheavals which accompanied it. I have been greatly assisted, firstly, by the release of the previously restricted service records of the British Army officers of the Great War; secondly, by the kindness of the Tolkien Estate in allowing me to study the wartime papers that Tolkien himself preserved, as well as the extraordinary and moving letters of the TCBS, the circle of former schoolfriends who hoped to achieve greatness but found bitter hardship and grief in the tragedy of their times; thirdly, by the generosity of the family of Tolkiens great friend Rob Gilson in giving me unrestricted access to all of his papers. The intertwined stories of Gilson, Geoffrey Bache Smith, Christopher Wiseman, and Tolkien  their shared or overlapping vision and even their sometimes incendiary disagreements  add greatly, I believe, to an understanding of the latters motivations as a writer.


    Although Tolkien wrote often about his own wartime experiences to his sons Michael and Christopher, when they in their turn served in the Second World War, he left neither autobiography nor memoir. Among his military papers, a brief diary provides little more than an itinerary of his movements during active service in France. However, such is the wealth of published and archival information about the Battle of the Somme that I have been able to provide a detailed picture of Tolkiens months there, down to scenes and events on the very routes he and his battalion followed through the trenches on particular days.


    It may be noted here that, although full and detailed surveys of the source material have been published for Smiths and Gilsons battalions (by Michael Stedman and Alfred Peacock, respectively), no similar synthesis has been attempted for Tolkiens for more than fifty years; and none, I believe, that has made use of a similar range of eyewitness reports. This book therefore stands as a unique latter-day account of the experiences of the 11th Lancashire Fusiliers on the Somme. Since my narrative is not primarily concerned with matters of military record, however, I have been at pains not to overburden it with the names of trenches and other lost landmarks (which often have variants in French, official British, and colloquial British), map references, or the details of divisional and brigade dispositions.


    If nothing else, the phenomenal worldwide interest in Tolkien is sufficient justification for such a study; but I hope it will prove useful to those who are interested in his depiction of mythological wars from old Beleriand to Rhn and Harad; and to those who believe, as I do, that the Great War played an essential role in shaping Middle-earth.


    In the course of my research, the emergence of this imagined version of our own ancient world from the midst of the First World War has come to seem far from strange, although no less unique for all that. To sum up, I believe that in creating his mythology, Tolkien salvaged from the wreck of history much that it is good still to have; but that he did more than merely preserve the traditions of Farie: he transformed them and reinvigorated them for the modern age.


    So much has the biographical aspect of this book grown, however, that it seemed best, in the end, to restrict my comments on the possible relationship between the life and the writings to a few observations, and to set out my overall case in a Postscript. Having read the story of Tolkiens experiences during the Great War, those who also know The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings, or The Silmarillion and its antecedents, will be able to draw their own more detailed conclusions, if they wish, about how these stories were shaped by the war.


    Perhaps this is the way Tolkien would have wanted it, if indeed he had countenanced any biographical inquiry into his life and work. A few years after the publication of The Lord of the Rings, he wrote to an enquirer:


    
      I object to the contemporary trend in criticism, with its excessive interest in the details of the lives of authors and artists. They only distract attention from an authors worksand end, as one now often sees, in becoming the main interest. But only ones Guardian Angel, or indeed God Himself, could unravel the real relationship between personal facts and an authors works. Not the author himself (though he knows more than any investigator), and certainly not so-called psychologists [Letters, 288].

    


    I do not claim any divine insight into Tolkiens mind, and I do not pretend to put him on the psychiatrists couch. I have not gone hunting for shock and scandal, but have focused at all times on matters that seem to me to have played a part in the growth of his legendarium. I hope that this story of the passage of an imaginative genius through the world crisis of his times will cast a little light on the mysteries of its creation.


    At all points, matters of opinion, interpretation, and exegesis are my own, and not those of the Tolkien family or the Tolkien Estate. I thank them, however, for permission to reproduce material from private papers and the published writings of J. R. R. Tolkien.


    Many other large debts of gratitude have accrued during the writing of this book. First and foremost, I must thank Douglas A. Anderson, David Brawn, and Andrew Palmer for advice and assistance beyond the call of duty or friendship. Without their help, and that of Carl F. Hostetter and Charles Noad, this book would never have seen daylight. I would particularly like to express my gratitude to Christopher Tolkien, for his generosity in sharing with me not only his fathers personal papers but also a great deal of his own time; his perceptive comments have rescued me from many pitfalls and have helped to shape Tolkien and the Great War. For their great kindness in loaning me letters and photographs of R. Q. Gilson, I would like to thank Julia Margretts and Frances Harper. For hospitably fielding my questions about Christopher Wiseman, and for permission to quote from his letters, I thank his widow Patricia and her daughter, Susan Wood.


    David Doughan, Verlyn Flieger, Wayne G. Hammond, John D. Rateliff, Christina Scull, and Tom Shippey have all given me their expertise and insight on multifarious aspects of Tolkiens life and work; the latters critical study The Road to Middle-earth greatly enlarged my understanding of Tolkiens work. But for the help of Christopher Gilson, Arden R. Smith, Bill Welden, and Patrick Wynne, my discussions of linguistic matters would have foundered. Phil Curme, Michael Stedman, Phil Russell, Terry Carter, Tom Morgan, Alfred Peacock, and Paul Reed have all helped me to overcome obstacles to my understanding of Kitcheners army and the Battle of the Somme. Thanks must also go to all those others who have taken the time to answer my endless questions, including Robert Arnott, the Reverend Roger Bellamy, Matt Blessing, Anthony Burnett-Brown, Humphrey Carpenter, Peter Cook, Michael Drout, Cyril Dunn, Paul Hayter, Brian Sibley, Graham Tayar, Timothy Trought, and Catherine Walker.


    Of course, none of the above are responsible for any errors of fact or interpretation that may remain.


    For help with archival research, I would like to express my gratitude to Lorise Topliffe and Juliet Chadwick at Exeter College, Oxford; Christine Butler at Corpus Christi College, Oxford; Kerry York at King Edwards School, Birmingham; Dr Peter Liddle at the Brotherton Library, the University of Leeds; Tony Sprason at the Lancashire Fusiliers Museum, Bury; as well as the staff of the Public Record Office, Kew, the Departments of Documents, Printed Books, and Photographs at the Imperial War Museum, Lambeth, the Modern Papers Reading Room at the Bodleian Library, Oxford, and Hull Central Library. Archive material and photographs have been reproduced with the permission of the governors of the Schools of King Edward IV and the Rector and Fellows of Exeter College, Oxford. I am grateful to Cynthia Swallow (ne Ferguson) for permission to make use of material from the papers of Lionel Ferguson; to Mrs T. H. A. Potts and the late Mr T. H. A Potts for permission to quote from the papers of G. A. Potts; and to Mrs S. David for permission to quote from the papers of C. H. David. Every effort has been made to contact the copyright holders for other papers from which I have quoted.


    For his meticulous copy-editing, his patience with my stylistic foibles, and his extraordinary fortitude, I must thank Michael Cox. Thanks also go to Clay Harper, Chris Smith, Merryl Futerman, and Ian Pritchard for their help and advice during the course of publication; and to the Evening Standard, for allowing me time off to complete this book.


    Throughout, my newspaper colleagues have helped me keep it all in perspective. Ruth Baillie, Iliriana Barileva, Gary Britton, Patrick Curry, Jamie Maclean, Ted Nasmith, Trevor Reynolds, Dee Rudebeck, Claire Struthers, Dan Timmons, Priscilla Tolkien, A. N. Wilson, Richard Younger, and especially Wendy Hill have all provided much-needed support and encouragement at crucial points. Finally, I would like to thank my family  my parents Jean and Roy Garth, my sisters Lisa and Suzanne, my nephews Simeon and Jackson, and my niece Georgia  and to apologize to them for disappearing behind a pile of papers for two years.

  


  


  
    PART ONE

    The immortal four

  


  


  Prologue


  It is December 16th, nearly the dead of winter. Chill gusts buffet the flanks and faces of the attackers struggling to advance across a bare hundred yards or so of mud. They are a ramshackle group, some of them mere novices. The minute these young men muster a concerted effort, a few veterans press forward with all their energy and skill. But most of the time there is chaos. Again and again their opponents shrug off the assault and land a fearsome counterblow, so that all the guile, fortitude, and experience of the veterans can barely hold back the assault. Their captain, J. R. R. Tolkien, tries to bring his own experience to bear; but those around him are, in the words of an eyewitness, a beaten pack.


  The year is 1913: the Great War is eight months away, and this is just a game. Not yet soldiers, Tolkien and his team-mates are Oxbridge undergraduates back in Birmingham for Christmas, and today, in accordance with annual tradition, they are playing rugby against their old schools First XV.


  Just shy of twenty-two, Tolkien is nothing like the professorial figure now familiar from the covers of biographies, all tweed, kindly wrinkles, and ubiquitous pipe. John Ronald (as his old friends call him) cuts a lean, slight figure on the rugby pitch, but in his days as a forward in the King Edwards School First XV he earned a reputation for dash and determination, and now he plays for Exeter College, Oxford.


  His mind is a storehouse of images: memories of terrified flight from a venomous spider, of an ogreish miller, of a green valley riven in the mountains, and visions of dragons, of a nightmare wave towering above green fields, and perhaps already of a land of bliss over the sea. The storehouse is not yet a workshop, however, and he is not yet the maker of Middle-earth. But after a mediocre effort in his Classics exams this year he has taken a serendipitous stride towards it. He has said goodbye to Latin and Greek and is now tackling Chaucer and Beowulf, scrutinizing the origins and development of the English language. It is the affirmation of an early love for the Northern languages and literatures that will always fire his imagination. The first glimpse of Middle-earth is fast approaching. Far off in the unimagined future a cock crows in the courtyards of a city under siege, and horns answer wildly in the hills.


  On the rugby pitch today, however, Tolkien is not at his best. He was meant to open an Old Boys debate at the school yesterday with the proposition that the world is becoming over-civilized, but he was taken suddenly ill and had to back out.


  His other former First XV team-mates on the field have largely given up rugby since leaving school. Christopher Wiseman, tall, leonine, and barrel-chested, used to share the scrum with Tolkien, but at Peterhouse, Cambridge, he has had to stop playing rugby and rowing because of an old heart problem. Today, he is relegated to the less aggressive three-quarter line, near the back of the field and next to another veteran, Sidney Barrowclough. There are others here who were never good enough to play in the First XV against other schools, but all King Edwards boys played a lot of rugby. For internal sports, the school was split into four groups, or houses; and most of those in Tolkiens team on this December day once also belonged to his house. In truth, however, his teams esprit de corps comes not from the rugby pitch, but from the old school library.


  Tolkien met Christopher Wiseman in 1905. Wiseman, at twelve, was already a talented amateur musician; one of his compositions from about this time ended up in the Methodist Hymn-Book. His father, the Reverend Frederick Luke Wiseman, who headed the Wesleyan Methodists Birmingham Central Mission, had raised him on Handel and his mother Elsie had nurtured in him a love of Brahms and Schumann; his particular delight was in German chorales. But rugby was the start of his friendship with Tolkien. Both played in the red strip of Measures house (named after the schoolmaster who ran it), and partook in its bitter rivalry with the boys in green from Richards. Later, they took their place in the scrum in the schools First XV. But they experienced a meeting of minds. Wiseman, a year younger than Tolkien, was his intellectual equal and chased him up the academic ladder at King Edwards. Both lived in the Birmingham suburb of Edgbaston: Christopher in Greenfield Crescent and John Ronald latterly a street away in Highfield Road. They would walk along Broad Street and Harborne Road between home and school immersed in passionate debate: Wiseman was a Liberal in politics, a Wesleyan Methodist by religion, and a musician by taste, while Tolkien was naturally conservative, a Roman Catholic, and (thought Wiseman) tone-deaf. Theirs was an unlikely partnership, but all the richer for it. They discovered that they could argue with an incandescence few friendships could survive, and their disputes only served to seal the intensely strong bond between them. In recognition of this, they called themselves privately the Great Twin Brethren. Even their closest friend on and off the rugby pitch, Vincent Trought, did not share this bond.


  When Tolkiens final term at King Edwards arrived he briefly became Librarian. To help him run his little empire he recruited Wiseman, who insisted that Trought must join him as fellow sub-librarian. Tolkiens place at Oxford was by this time assured and he could relax. Soon the library office became unsuitably lively; but the coterie that gathered there could afford to test the Headmasters patience because his son, Robert Quilter Gilson, was also in the thick of things.


  All of Tolkiens friends were capable of intellectual seriousness. They dominated every school debate and play, and they formed the backbone of the Literary Society, to which Tolkien read from the Norse Sagas, Wiseman expounded on historiography, Gilson enthused about the art critic John Ruskin, and Trought delivered a remarkable paper remembered as almost the last word on the Romantics. By dint of their enthusiasm, this artistic little clique wrested school life from the hands of boys who would otherwise have controlled it. In the polarized world of school politics, it was effectively a triumph for Measures house over Richards house, the red against the green; but to Tolkien and his friends it constituted a moral victory against cynics who, as Wiseman put it, sneered at everything and lost their temper about nothing.


  Much of the time the chief goal of the librarians was much less high-minded, however, and they sought only to incapacitate each other with laughter. In the summer of 1911, the hottest in four decades, Britain boiled in a stew of industrial unrest and (in the words of one historian) the sweltering town populations were psychologically not normal. The library cubby-hole became a hotbed of cultural stratagems, surreal wit, and tomfoolery. While the dead hand of exams laid hold of much of the rest of the school, the librarians brewed clandestine teas on a spirit-stove and established a practice whereby each had to bring in titbits for secretive feasts. Soon the Tea Club was also meeting outside school hours in the tea-room at Barrows Stores, giving rise to an alternate name, the Barrovian Society.


  In December 1913, though Tolkien has been at Oxford for over two years, he remains a member of the Tea Club and Barrovian Society, or the TCBS as it is now known. The clique still meets for Barrovians and is still largely devoted to drollery. Its membership has always fluctuated, but Christopher Wiseman and Rob Gilson remain at its heart, along with a more recent initiate, Geoffrey Bache Smith. On the rugby pitch today, the TCBS is represented by all four, as well as by Wisemans fellow three-quarter-back, Sidney Barrowclough. But Tolkien is missing an excellent full-back in Vincent Trought. The TCBSs first loss, he died nearly two years ago after a long illness.


  The incentive for todays Oxford and Cambridge players is social as much as sporting: what with yesterdays debate, todays match, and tonights dinner, this is a major reunion of old schoolfriends. It is this, not the rugby itself, that brings the highly sociable Rob Gilson to take his place in the scrum. (He also stood in at the last minute for the ailing Tolkien in the debate.) His passion is for pencil and charcoal rather than mud and sweat. It is hard to say which feature most clearly declares his artistic nature: his sensuous, almost Pre-Raphaelite mouth or his calmly appraising eyes. His chief delight is in the sculptors of the Florentine Renaissance, and he can expound with warmth and clarity on Brunelleschi, Lorenzo Ghiberti, Donatello, and Luca della Robbia. Like John Ronald, Rob is often busy drawing or painting. His avowed object is to record the truth, not merely to satisfy aesthetic appetite (though one visitor has noted sardonically that his rooms at Trinity College, Cambridge, contain only one comfortable seat, the rest being artistic). Since leaving school he has travelled in France and Italy, sketching churches. He is studying Classics but wants to be an architect, and anticipates several years of vocational training after he graduates in 1915.


  G. B. Smith, with Gilson in the scrum, considers himself a poet and has voracious and wide-ranging literary tastes, from W. B. Yeats to early English ballads, and from the Georgians to the Welsh Mabinogion. Though he used to belong to Richards house, he gravitated towards the TCBS and he and Tolkien are growing ever closer now that Smith has begun reading history at Corpus Christi College, Oxford, a few minutes walk from Exeter College. GBS is a witty conversationalist and delights in the fact that he shares his initials with George Bernard Shaw, the greatest debater of the age. Although he comes from a commercial family and agricultural stock, he has his eye on specialist historical research after he finishes his degree. But rugby football has never appealed to him.


  Also in the scrum against his own better judgment is T. K. Barnsley, known as Tea-Cake, an unflappably light-hearted young man who frequently dominates the TCBS with his brilliant wit. Tea-Cake likes to affect laconic expressions such as full marks! and Ive got cold feet and to ride with reckless enthusiasm around Cambridge on a motorbike, never mind that such behaviour hardly befits a future Wesleyan minister. He and Smith have agreed to play on Tolkiens team only if Rob Gilson is there too. Rob calls that a left-handed compliment: in other words, they know his rugby playing is even worse than theirs.


  So Tolkiens forwards are fatally compromised by the inexperience of Gilson, Smith, and T. K. Barnsley. The burden of the fight falls to the defensive three-quarter-backs, including the veterans Wiseman and Barrowclough. Barrowclough shakes off a reputation for apathy by charging half the length of the field through the enemy ranks to score first one try, then another. But from early on after the first try, the pressure from their younger opponents is unremitting, and only adroit tackling by Barrowclough and Wiseman keeps the schools lead down. At half-time the score is 11-5 to the school First XV. The teams swap ends, and with the wind in his favour Barrowclough scores his second try and the scrum-half again converts. In the final minutes, though, the school increases its score to 14-10. For all their camaraderie, Tolkiens ragged bunch retires defeated.


  But there is dinner with old friends tonight, and the TCBS is not prone to take anything too seriously. These are happy days, and no less happy for being largely taken for granted. On leaving King Edwards in 1911, Tolkien wrote nostalgically in the school Chronicle: Twas a good road, a little rough, it may be, in places, but they say it is rougher further on


  No one has foreseen just how rough the coming years will be, or to what slaughter this generation is walking. Even now, at the close of 1913, despite growing signs that war impends for this over-civilized world, the time and manner of its unfolding are unforeseeable. Before four years have passed, the conflagration will have left four of Tolkiens fifteen-strong team wounded and four more dead  including T. K. Barnsley, G. B. Smith, and Rob Gilson.


  Of every eight men mobilized in Britain during the First World War, one was killed. The losses from Tolkiens team were more than double that, but they bear comparison with the proportion of deaths among King Edwards Old Boys and among former public schoolboys across Great Britain  about one in five. And they match the figures for Oxbridge-educated servicemen of their age, the vast majority of whom became junior officers and had to lead operations and assaults. It has become unfashionable to give credit to Oxford and Cambridge, and to social lites in general; but it remains true that the Great War cut a deeper swathe through Tolkiens peers than among any other social group in Britain. Contemporaries spoke of the Lost Generation. By 1918, Tolkien wrote half a century later in his preface to the second edition of The Lord of the Rings, all but one of my close friends were dead.


  


  
    ONE

    Before


    If he had been a healthier child, war would have come upon John Ronald Reuel Tolkien before his seventh birthday. He was born on 3 January 1892 in Bloemfontein, the capital of the Orange Free State, one of the two Boer republics that had won independence from British rule in South Africa. There his father managed a branch of the Bank of Africa. But Arthur Tolkien had come from England with his fiance Mabel Suffield following shortly afterwards, and they had married in Cape Town. To the Dutch Boers in Bloemfontein they were uitlanders, foreigners, who enjoyed few rights and paid heavy taxes for the privilege; but the wealth generated by the regions gold and diamond mines drew many to accept the deal. A baby brother, Hilary, was born in 1894 but the elder boy suffered from the torrid climate, and the next year Mabel brought both children back to Birmingham for a break. They never returned. In February 1896, Arthur died from rheumatic fever. So Mabel Tolkien and her sons were spared the harsh shock of the Anglo-Boer war which erupted in late 1898 over uitlander rights.


    Safe in England, Mabel raised the boys alone, taking them to live in a modest cottage in the village of Sarehole, outside Birmingham. There she taught them at home during a four-year rural idyll, and the climate and character of this older world etched themselves in the young John Ronalds heart: an utter contrast to what he had known until then. If your first Christmas tree is a wilting eucalyptus and if youre normally troubled by heat and sun, he recalled late in life, then to have (just at the age when your imagination is opening out) suddenly found yourself in a quiet Warwickshire villageengenders a particular love of what you might call central Midland English countryside, based on good water, stones and elm trees and small, quiet rivers andrustic people But in 1900 John Ronald gained a place at King Edwards and they moved back into industrial Birmingham to be nearer the school. Then, to the anger of Suffields and Tolkiens alike, Mabel embraced Catholicism, and for a while the boys went to a Roman Catholic school under the direction of the priests at the Birmingham Oratory. Tolkien far outstripped his classmates and was back at King Edwards in 1903, but he remained a Catholic all his life. After his mother, who had been ill with diabetes, fell into a coma and died in November 1904, he felt she had martyred herself raising her boys in the faith.


    Prior to Mabels death, the family had lived for a while in rooms at a cottage in Rednal, Worcestershire, outside the city borders. But now their guardian, Father Francis Morgan of the Oratory, found accommodation for the boys in Edgbaston, and in their second set of lodgings, at the age of sixteen, Tolkien met Edith Bratt, a nineteen-year-old who also had a room there. She was pretty, a talented pianist and also an orphan, and by the summer of 1909 the two were in love. But before the year was over, Father Francis got wind of the romance and banned Tolkien from seeing Edith. Stricken but dutiful, he threw himself into his school friendships, the TCBS, and rugby, captaining his house team. He won a place at Oxford (at his second attempt) and 60 a year to fund his undergraduate studies in Classics.


    Mabel Tolkien had communicated to her eldest son a taste for drawing. He used his first sketchbook for drawings of starfish and seaweeds. Another seaside holiday, at Whitby in 1910, produced evocative pictures of trees, landscapes, and buildings. Tolkiens artistic response was aesthetic and emotional rather than scientific. His figures and portraits were at best comical or stylized, at worst rudimentary, and he remained modest about his abilities as a visual artist. His greatest strengths lay in decoration and design, exemplified famously by the iconographic covers of The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings.


    Tolkien had also inherited via Mabel a flair for calligraphy from her father, John Suffield, whose ancestors had been platemakers and engravers. Mabels own handwriting was highly stylized, with curlicued capitals and descenders, and crossbars slanting expressively upwards. For formal purposes, Tolkien came to favour a script based on the medieval foundational hand, but when he wrote letters as a young man he seemed to have a different style of writing for each of his friends, and later when drafting at speed he produced a scrawl resembling nothing so much as an electro-cardiograph image of a frenzied pulse.


    Tolkien learned to read by the age of four and absorbed the childrens books that were then popular: Robert Brownings The Pied Piper of Hamelin, or the stories of Hans Christian Andersen, which irritated him; tales of Red Indians; George MacDonalds The Princess and the Goblin, or Andrew Langs Fairy Books, which stirred a desire for adventure. He particularly yearned for tales of dragons.


    But fairy-stories were not the key to his boyhood tastes. I was brought up in the Classics, he wrote later, and first discovered the sensation of literary pleasure in Homer. By the time he was eleven, an Oratory priest told Mabel he had read too much, everything fit for a boy under fifteen, and he doesnt know any single classical thing to recommend him. It was through the study of classics, and particularly through school exercises translating English verse into Latin or Greek, that Tolkiens taste for poetry was awakened. As a child he had habitually skipped any verse he encountered in the books he read. His King Edwards schoolteacher, R. W. Reynolds, tried largely in vain to spark his interest in the mainstream giants of English poetry, such as Milton and Keats. But the Catholic mystic Francis Thompson won Tolkiens passionate approval for his metrical and verbal accomplishments, his immense imagery, and the visionary faith underpinning his work. Thompson, hugely popular after his early death in 1907, appears to have influenced the content of one of Tolkiens first attempts at poetry, Wood-sunshine, written as an eighteen-year-old. Like Thompsons long sequence Sister Songs, it dealt with a sylvan vision of fairies:


    
      Come sing ye light fairy things tripping so gay,


      Like visions, like glinting reflections of joy


      All fashiond of radiance, careless of grief,


      Oer this green and brown carpet; nor hasten away.


      O! come to me! dance for me! Sprites of the wood,


      O! come to me! Sing to me once ere ye fade!

    


    William Morriss use of verse in his pseudo-medieval romances was also to leave its mark on Tolkiens own early poetry.


    Morris was important, too, because of his association with Exeter College, Oxford, where he had formed the self-styled Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood with fellow student Edward Burne-Jones (himself a former pupil of King Edwards School). Tolkien once likened the TCBS to the Pre-Raphaelites, probably in response to the Brotherhoods preoccupation with restoring medieval values in art. Christopher Wiseman characteristically disagreed, declaring the comparison wide of the mark.


    Mabels attempts to teach her elder son to play the piano foundered. As Humphrey Carpenter writes in his biography of Tolkien, It seemed rather as if words took the place of music for him, and that he enjoyed listening to them, reading them, and reciting them, almost regardless of what they meant. He showed unusual linguistic propensities, in particular a keen sensitivity towards the characteristic sounds of different languages. His mother had started teaching him French and Latin before he went to school, but neither of these languages particularly appealed to him. At eight, however, the strange names on railway coal-trucks had given him a taste for Welsh. He was drawn to a different flavour in some of the names he encountered in history and mythology, writing later: The fluidity of Greek, punctuated by hardness, and with its surface glitter, captivated meand I tried to invent a language that would embody the the Greekness of Greek That was before he even began learning Greek itself, at the age of ten, by which time he was also reading Geoffrey Chaucer. A year later he acquired Chambers Etymological Dictionary, which gave him his first glimpse of the principle of sound shift by which languages evolve.


    This opened a new world. Most people never stop to consider the history of the language they speak, just as they never ponder the geology of the ground they stand on; but Tolkien was already contemplating the evidence by reading Chaucers Middle English. The ancient Romans had recognized that some words in Latin and Greek sounded alike  akin, some thought. Over the centuries, haphazard attention was paid to such similarities in a growing number of languages, and wild claims had been made for the original ancestor of all languages. But in the nineteenth century scientific rigour was finally applied to the subject and the discipline of comparative philology emerged. Its key realization was that languages do not change randomly, but in a regular way. Philologists could codify the phonological laws by which particular sounds had changed at different stages of a languages history. Chambers dictionary introduced Tolkien to the most famous of all, Grimms Law, by which Jakob Grimm nearly a century earlier had codified the complex of regular changes that produced (for example) the words patr in Greek and pater in Latin but father in English and vatar in Old High German, all from a single unrecorded root. These (though not all) languages were demonstrably related, in ways that were open to rational analysis; furthermore, by comparing them it was possible to reconstruct elements of their ancestral language, Indo-European  a language from before the dawn of history that had left no record whatsoever. This was heady stuff for a young boy, but it would shape his life.


    By the time he met Grimms Law, Tolkien had begun inventing languages of his own. This was partly for the practical fun of making secret codes and partly for sheer aesthetic pleasure. A pot-pourri of mangled classical words called Nevbosh (actually originated by a cousin) was followed in 1907 by the more rigorously constructed Naffarin, influenced by the sounds of Spanish (and so by Father Francis, who was half-Spanish and half-Welsh). For his final four years at King Edwards, Tolkien was in the senior or First Class under the Headmaster, Robert Cary Gilson, who encouraged him to look into the history of Latin and Greek. But soon his wayward tastes led him beyond the Classical world. A former class-teacher, George Brewerton, lent Tolkien an Anglo-Saxon primer, which he studied in his spare time. At school he excelled in German, winning first prize in the subject in July 1910, but by 1908 he had discovered Joseph Wrights Primer of the Gothic Language, and this long-dead Germanic tongue on the edges of written history took his linguistic heart by storm.


    Others might have kept such recondite interests to themselves, but at school Tolkien was effusive about philology. Rob Gilson described him as quite a great authority on etymology  an enthusiast, and indeed Tolkien once lectured the First Class on the origins of Europes languages. Against the Classicist ethos drummed into King Edwards schoolboys he played the outsider with verve. He combatively told the literary society that the Volsunga Saga, the tale of the dragon-slayer Sigurd, displayed the highest epic genius struggling out of savagery into complete and conscious humanity. He even addressed one of the annual Latin debates in Gothic.


    The corpus of Gothic is small, and to Tolkien it presented a tantalizing challenge. He would try to imagine what unrecorded Gothic was like. He invented Gothic words; not randomly, but using what he knew about sound-shifts to extrapolate the lost words on the basis of their surviving relatives in other Germanic languages  a linguistic method rather like triangulation, the process by which map-makers record the heights of landmarks they have not visited. This private lang. was an activity he rarely mentioned except to his diary because it often distracted him from real school work, but into the Gothic project he drew as collaborator Christopher Wiseman. The self-deprecating Wiseman later recalled:


    
      Reading Homer with Cary Gilson sparked off in me what in Tolkien was already well alight, an interest in Philology. In fact John Ronald got to the point where he constructed a language L and another LL representing what L had become after a few centuries. He tried to inculcate me into one of his homemade languages, and wrote me a postcard in it. He said that I replied to it in the same language, but there I think he was wrong.

    


    Philology was the focus of passionate argument between the two, and Wiseman said many decades later that the invention of languages was a cornerstone of their youthful friendship. That may seem a bizarre activity for teenage boys; but Tolkien did not think so, insisting later: Its not uncommon, you know. Its mostly done by boysIf the main mass of education takes linguistic form, creation will take linguistic form even if it isnt one of their talents. Language-construction satisfied the urge to create, but it also met the desire for an argot that would serve the needs of a secret and persecuted society, or  in the case of the Great Twin Brethren  the queer instinct for pretending you belong to one.


    It is unclear whether Tolkien shared with Wiseman another venture, the invention of an unrecorded Germanic language, Gautisk, and it seems unlikely that the wider TCBS joined in his philological recreations at all.* But Tolkiens motivations in language-building were artistic rather than practical; and even if his friends were not collaborators, at least they would have been a discriminating and appreciative audience. After all, these were boys who conducted debates in Latin  and took part in King Edwards annual performance of Aristophanes in the original classical Greek. Tolkien himself played an exuberant Hermes in the 1911 production of The Peace (his farewell to the school). Wiseman appeared as Socrates and Rob Gilson as Strepsiades in The Clouds a year later. Smith alone of the TCBS, being from the schools modern or commercial side, did not study Greek; perhaps this is why he was relegated to the role of the Ass in one of the plays. They were directed by Tolkiens cigar-smoking housemaster, Algy Measures, and the boys feasted on a curious menu of buns, gooseberries, and ginger beer. Does nobody else remember these plays? one Old Edwardian wrote in 1972. The grand parade of the chorus, clad in white vestments, down the full length of Big School playing on flageolets? Or Wiseman and Gilson munching gooseberries on stage as they chatted away as though Greek were their normal tongue?


    The TCBS revelled in a degree of outlandishness. Their humour was quickfire and often sophisticated; their interests and talents were many, and they rarely felt the need to draw anyone else into their circle. Another former King Edwards pupil wrote to Tolkien in 1973: As a boy you could not imagine how I looked up to you and admired and envied the wit of that select coterie of JRRT, C. L. Wiseman, G.B. Smith, R. Q. Gilson, V. Trought, and Payton. I hovered on the outskirts to gather up the gems. You probably had no idea of this schoolboy worship. In retrospect Tolkien insisted they had not set out to stand aloof from the ordinary King Edwards pupils but, intentionally or not, they erected barriers.


    On the rugby pitch, Wiseman had somehow acquired the title of the Prime Minister, and the TCBS elaborated this practice, with Tolkien as the Home Secretary, Vincent Trought as the Chancellor, and the acute and punctilious Wilfrid Hugh Payton (nicknamed also Whiffy) as the Whip. G. B. Smith, in tribute to one of his enthusiasms, gloried in the non-governmental title of the Prince of Wales. Furthermore, this was just one set of epithets out of a whole compendium.* In a note from Wiseman just before the TCBS coalesced, Tolkien is addressed as My dear Gabriel and styled apparently the Archbishop of Evriu; the letter is signed Beelzebub (perhaps to make light of the vast gulf between the two friends religious outlooks) and contains an entirely opaque reference to the first Prelate of the Hinterspace, our mutual friend. An air of playful pomp runs through their correspondence (such as it was before the Great War), so that instead of simply inviting Tolkien to visit, Gilson would write asking whether he would be gracing our ancestral hearth and making use of our roof-tree.


    Casting a critical eye on the era in which he too grew up, the author J. B. Priestley saw such wordplay as a sign of shallowness and self-indulgence in the ruling class, who were addicted to a daft slang of their own (as they might have called it a deveen privato slangino), andthe constant use of nick-names. The TCBS, however, hailed from the middle classes, a broad social spectrum. At the gentrified top was Rob Gilson, with his spacious home, his important father, and his aristocratic acquaintances; at the precarious lower end was Tolkien, an orphan in city lodgings. His private lang. was no mock Italian; and while nicknames and mock-archaisms may have helped keep the Tea Club exclusive, they gently parodied the traditional social hierarchy.


    Parody was the mode of Tolkiens first published attempt at epic narrative. It was the natural choice, given that the piece was to appear in the King Edwards School Chronicle. The Battle of the Eastern Field deals not with war but with rugby, being the tongue-in-cheek account of a match in 1911. Its model was Lord Macaulays then-popular Lays of Ancient Rome, the source of Wiseman and Tolkiens epithet the Great Twin Brethren, and it is at least moderately amusing. In the guise of Roman clans it depicts the rival school houses, Measures in red and Richards in green, and it is full of boys charging around in names that are much too big for them. Wiseman surely lurks behind Sekhet, a nod to his fair hair and his passion for ancient Egypt. (Tolkien, it seems, did not then realize that Sekhet is a female deity.*)

    



    
      Sekhet markd the slaughter,


      And tossd his flaxen crest


      And towards the Green-clad Chieftain


      Through the carnage pressed;


      Who fiercely flung by Sekhet,


      Lay low upon the ground,


      Till a thick wall of liegemen


      Encompassed him around.


      His clients from the battle


      Bare him some little space,


      And gently rubbed his wounded knee,


      And scanned his pallid face.

    


    The archaisms and the illusion of combat give way to a bathetic contemporary cameo. The down-to-earth reality of the rugby pitch gently mocks the heroic pretensions of the literary mode.


    The mock-heroism of The Battle of the Eastern Field reflects, consciously or otherwise, a truth about a whole generations attitudes. The sports field was an arena for feigned combat. In the books most boys read, war was sport continued by other means. Honour and glory cast an over-arching glamour over both, as if real combat could be an heroic and essentially decent affair. In his influential 1897 poem Vita Lampada, Sir Henry Newbolt had imagined a soldier spurring his men through bloody battle by echoing his old school cricket captains exhortation, Play up! Play up! And play the game! Philip Larkin, a much later poet looking back across the decades, described volunteers queuing to enlist as if outside the Oval cricket ground, and lamented (or exhorted): Never such innocence again. A wiser age had depicted War as one of the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, but in the Edwardian era it was as if he were engaged in little worse than a spot of polo.


    In the years up to 1914, the prospect of international conflict was often considered. Victorian affluence was ebbing away from Britain, struck by agricultural setbacks and then by the cost of the Boer War. But Germany, unified in 1871, was the braggart youngster among the European powers. Undergoing rapid industrialization, it was manoeuvring for a stronger role in Europe via expansion of its colonial grasp and saw Britain, with its powerful navy, as the prime opponent.


    The coming war had cast its shadow on the worldview of Tolkien and his friends when they were still at King Edwards. As early as 1909, W. H. Payton, an excellent shot and a lancecorporal in the schools junior Officer Training Corps, had argued in debate for compulsory military service. Our country is now supreme and Germany wishes to be. We should therefore see to it that we are sufficiently protected against the danger of foreign invasion, he declared. In 1910, Rob Gilson had called for an international court of arbitration to replace war. Tolkien led the opposition. He preferred traditional hierarchies, and for example he once (perhaps not entirely in jest) equated democracy with hooliganism and uproar, declaring that it should play no part in foreign policy. An equal distrust of bureaucracy, or internationalism, or vast inhuman enterprises per se, lay behind his attack on a Court of Arbiters. With the help of Payton he had successfully dismissed the idea as unworkable. They had insisted that war was both a necessary and a productive aspect of human affairs, though one schoolboy had warned of bloodfilled trenches.


    The temperature had risen by October 1911, when the Kaisers sabre-rattling prompted the debating society motion this House demands immediate war with Germany. But others insisted Germany was primarily a trade rival. G. B. Smith claimed that the growth of democracy in Germany and Russia would curtail any threat of war, assuring the debaters, with his tongue as usual in his cheek, that the only causes for alarm were the bellicose Daily Mail and the Kaisers whiskers. The debating society did not declare war on Germany. Smith wildly overestimated the strength of democracy in both countries, underestimated the influence of the press, and failed to see the real danger posed by Wilhelm II, an autocrat plagued by deep-seated insecurities. Just two days past his seventeenth birthday, and making his maiden speech to the debating chamber, he can be forgiven for navety; but in none of these misapprehensions was he alone.


    Despite industrial unrest, Home Rule agitation in Ireland, and increasingly militant suffragette activism, to many Britons the era was a time of material comfort and tranquillity stretching into futurity. Only the loss of Captain Robert Scotts Antarctic expedition and of the Titanic, both in 1912, raised doubts about the security of such long-term illusions.


    King Edwards was a bastion of robust sportsmanship, duty, honour, and vigour, all backed up by a rigorous grounding in Greek and Latin. The schools anthem instructed the pupils:


    
      Heres no place for fop or idler, they who made our city great


      Feared no hardship, shirked no labour, smiled at death and conquered fate;


      They who gave our school its laurels laid on us a sacred trust,


      Forward therefore, live your hardest, die of service, not of rust.

    


    There had been drilling at King Edwards in the Victorian era, though nothing systematic; but in 1907 Cary Gilson obtained military permission to set up an Officer Training Corps as part of national reforms to boost Britains readiness for military confrontation. The OTC was captained by W. H. Kirkby, Tolkiens first-year master (and a noted shot in the part-time Territorial Army set up in the same reforms). Several of Tolkiens rugby-playing friends became officers in the corps and Tolkien himself was one of 130 cadets. The corps also provided eight members for the school shooting team, with Rob Gilson (an OTC corporal) and W. H. Payton excelling on the ranges. Though Tolkien was also a good shot, he was not on the shooting team, but in the OTC he took part in drills and inspections on the school grounds, competition against the schools other three houses, and field exercises and huge annual camps involving many other schools.


    The massed corps was presented to the king and inspected by field marshals Lord Kitchener of Khartoum and Lord Roberts, the liberator of Bloemfontein. The school Chronicle concluded: It is quite evident that the War Office and the Military Authorities are expecting great things from the OT. One midsummer, Tolkien travelled to London with seven other King Edwards cadets to line the route for the coronation of George V. The year was 1911, and gloriously hot; he wrote at the time that it had kindled an immovable smile on his face. But as they camped in the grounds of Lambeth Palace on the eve of the big day, a long dry spell finally broke, and it rained. Adfuit omen, Tolkien later commented: It was an omen.* The contingent stood facing Buckingham Palace watching troops pass up and down under the eye of Kitchener and Roberts. They heard the cheers as the king set out, and finally they got a close-up view as the royal coaches passed right in front of them on their way back to the palace.


    For now, these military preparations were an occasion for high spirits. From one Aldershot camp Tolkien brought back harrowing tales of the devastation wrought among the cadets by punning  inflicted, no doubt, by his own circle. He had returned from another camp, at Tidworth Pennings on Salisbury Plain in 1909, with a real injury, but not one acquired in action. With characteristic impetuousness, he had charged into the bell tent he was sharing with seven others, leapt up and slid down the central pole  to which someone had fixed a candle with a clasp knife. The resulting cut looked as if it would leave him scarred for life.


    By the time G. B. Smith was cracking jokes about the Kaisers moustache, Tolkien was embarking on life at Exeter College, Oxford, where, in step with his generation, he pursued military training. As soon as he arrived he enrolled in King Edwards Horse. This cavalry regiment had been conceived during the Boer War as the Kings Colonials, and it recruited men from overseas resident in the British Isles. As such, it enjoyed a dubious status compared to other British military units (and was the only one administered from Whitehall), but royal patronage had helped it grow; it had been renamed after the new king, Edward VII. The large numbers of overseas students at Oxford and Cambridge made the university towns prime targets for recruiting drives, and by 1911 the regiment had a strong following in Exeter College. Tolkien joined it, presumably, because of his South African birth: most new undergraduates enlisted in the university OTC, but those with a colonial background were expected instead to join King Edwards Horse.


    Within the regiment, the Oxbridge squadrons members were considered a fractious and independent-minded lot, but they had good mounts borrowed from the local hunts. Tolkien had a strong affinity with horses, which he loved, and became a de facto breaker-in. No sooner had he broken one horse in but it was taken away. Another would then be given to him and he had to start the process again. His membership of the regiment was shortlived, however. In July and August of 1912 he spent two weeks with the regiment at its annual camp at Dibgate Plateau, Shorncliffe, just outside Folkestone on the South Coast. The gales howling up the English Channel from the south-west were so severe that on two nights almost every tent and marquee was levelled. Once, the regiment carried out field manoeuvres after dark and, rather than return to camp, billeted for the night: an uncomfortable foretaste of life during wartime. Tolkien was discharged from the regiment, at his own request, the following January.


    In the meantime, academic life at Oxford was relaxed, to say the least: In fact we have done nothing; we are content with being, readers of the school Chronicle were told in the annual Oxford Letter reporting on the activities of King Edwards alumni. Tolkien was scarcely committed to the study of Classics. He was already known to old friends for his predominant vice of slackness but now the sub-rector noted next to his name, Very lazy. Actually he was very busy  but not with schylus and Sophocles. He joined the colleges societies and its rugby team (though because standards were higher here he did not excel, and was regarded as a winger pure and simple). Ultimately far more distracting, however, was his burgeoning fascination with the epic Finnish poem, the Kalevala.


    Tolkien had encountered this cycle of folk legend at school. He was immensely attracted by something in the air of this verse epic of duelling Northern wizards and lovestruck youths, beer-brewers and shape-changers, then recently published in English in a popular edition. To a young man so drawn to the shadowy border where written historical records give way to the time of half-forgotten oral legends, it was irresistible. The names were quite unlike anything he had encountered in his studies of the Indo-European family of languages from which English sprang: Mielikki the mistress of the forests, Ilmatar the daughter of the air, Lemminkinen the reckless adventurer. The Kalevala so engrossed Tolkien that he had failed to return the schools copy of volume one, as Rob Gilson, his successor as King Edwards librarian, politely pointed out in a letter. Thus equipped with all he needed, or was truly interested in, Tolkien barely used Exeter Colleges library, and he withdrew only one Classics-related book (Grotes History of Greece) in his entire first year. When he did venture in, he strayed outside the Classics shelves and unearthed a treasure: Charles Eliots pioneering grammar of Finnish. In a letter to W. H. Auden in 1955, he recalled that It was like discovering a complete wine-cellar filled with bottles of an amazing wine of a kind and flavour never tasted before. Ultimately it suffused his language-making with the music and structure of Finnish.


    But first he launched into a retelling of part of the Kalevala, in the verse-and-prose manner of William Morris. This was the Story of Kullervo, about a young fugitive from slavery. It is a strange story to have captured the imagination of a fervent Roman Catholic: Kullervo unwittingly seduces his sister, who kills herself, and then he too commits suicide. But the appeal perhaps lay partly in the brew of maverick heroism, young romance, and despair: Tolkien, after all, was in the midst of his enforced separation from Edith Bratt. The deaths of Kullervos parents may have struck a chord, too. An overriding attraction, though, was the sounds of the Finnish names, the remote primitivism, and the Northern air.


    If Tolkien had merely wanted passionate pessimism he could have found it far closer to home in much of the English literature read avidly by his peers. The four years before the Great War were, in the words of J. B. Priestley, hurrying and febrile and strangely fatalistic. The evocations of doomed youth in A. E. Housmans A Shropshire Lad (1896) were immensely popular:


    
      East and west on fields forgotten


      Bleach the bones of comrades slain,


      Lovely lads and dead and rotten;


      None that go return again.

    


    One admirer of Housman was the Great Wars first literary celebrity, Rupert Brooke, who wrote that if he died in some corner of a foreign field it would be for ever England. G. B. Smiths poetry was tinged with something of the same pessimism.


    Tolkien, through the loss of his parents, had already known bereavement, and so had several of his friends. Rob Gilsons mother had died in 1907 and Smiths father was dead by the time the young historian got to Oxford. But the lesson of mortality came forcibly home again at the end of Tolkiens first vacation from university.


    Back in October 1911 Rob Gilson had written from King Edwards School to lament that The passing of certain among the gods seems almost to have robbed the remainder of the light of life. No one had died: what he meant was that Tolkien was sorely missed, along with W. H. Payton and their waggish friend Tea-Cake Barnsley, both now at Cambridge. Alas! for the good days of yore, Gilson added: who knows whether the T. Club will ever meet again? In fact Birminghams remaining members continued to gather at the old shrine of Barrows Stores, and to rule the library office. Now the clique also included Sidney Barrowclough and the Baby, Paytons younger brother Ralph. During a mock school strike they demanded that all overdue-book fines be sequestered to pay for tea, cake, and comfortable chairs for themselves. The King Edwards School Chronicle sternly admonished Gilson, Tolkiens successor as Librarian, to induce the Library toassume a less exhibitionary character. But the club cultivated its conspiratorial air with sly ostentation. The editors of the Chronicle, and the authors of this admonition, were none other than Wiseman and Gilson. It was this issue which distinguished several of the prefects and ex-pupils as T.C., B.S., etc.  initials that were quite inscrutable to most at King Edwards.


    Returning to Birmingham for Christmas, Tolkien took part in the annual Old Boys debate, appearing on midwinters night as the linguistically incompetent Mrs Malaprop in Robs extravagant production of Sheridans The Rivals with Christopher Wiseman, Tea-Cake, and G. B. Smith  who was now accorded full TCBS membership.


    In effect, Smith was stepping into the void left by Vincent Trought, who had been struck down by a severe illness in the autumn. Trought had now gone down to Cornwall to get away from the citys polluted air and recover his strength. The attempt failed. In the new year, 1912, on the first day of the Oxford term, Wiseman wrote to Tolkien: Poor old Vincent passed away at five oclock yesterday (Saturday) morning. Mrs Trought went down to Cornwall on Monday and thought he was getting better, but he was taken very ill on Friday evening and passed away in the morning. I expect a wreath will be sent from the School, but I am going to try to get one from the TCBS specially. He added, I am in the most miserable of spiritsyou mustnt expect any TCBSiness in this letter. Tolkien wanted to attend the funeral, but could not get to Cornwall in time.


    Troughts influence on his friends had been quiet but profound. Grimly tenacious on the rugby pitch, he was nervous and retiring in social situations, and prone to slow deliberation where others around him devoted so much energy to repartee. But he epitomized some of the best qualities of the TCBS: not its facetious humour, but its ambitious and creative individualism. For in moments of seriousness the key members of the circle felt that they were a force to be reckoned with: not a grammar school clique, but a republic of individuals with the potential to do something truly significant in the wider world. Vincents creative strength lay in poetry and, the school Chronicle noted after his death, some of his verses show great depth of feeling and control of language. For instruction and inspiration Trought could draw upon the whole lush field of Romanticism. But his tastes were more eclectic than those of his friends, and deeply responsive to beauty in sculpture, painting, and music. He was, his school obituary said, a true artist, and would have made an impact had he lived.* In a later year, in the midst of a crisis Trought could not have envisaged, his name would be invoked as an inspiration.


    About the time of Troughts decline and death, Tolkien began a series of twenty or so unusual symbolist designs he called Ishnesses, because they illustrated states of mind or being. He had always enjoyed drawing landscapes and medieval buildings, but perhaps such figurative work was now inadequate to his needs. This was a changeful, dark, and reflective period for Tolkien, cut loose from his school and friends and forbidden by Father Francis to contact Edith. He had crossed the threshold of adulthood, and his feelings about it may perhaps be inferred from the contrast between the exuberant Undertenishness, with its two trees, and the reluctant Grownupishness, with its blind scholarly figure, bearded like the veteran academics of Oxford. More upbeat, bizarrely, was the image of a stick-figure stepping jauntily off The End of the World into a swirling celestial void. Much darker were the torchlit rite-of-passage visions, Before and Afterwards, showing first the approach to a mysterious threshold and then a somnambulist figure passing between torches on the other side of the door. The sense of a fearful transformation is remarkable. Equally apparent is that here was a rich, visionary imagination that had not yet found the medium of its full fluency.


    Tolkiens life reached its major personal and academic turning point a year later. Up until 1913 he had lived the mere preliminaries. He had been thwarted in love and it was becoming increasingly clear that in pursuing Classics at Oxford he was heading up a blind alley. Now all that changed. On 3 January 1913 he reached the age of twenty-one, and the guardianship of Father Francis Morgan came to its end. Tolkien immediately contacted Edith Bratt, who had made a new life in Cheltenham. But three years apart had withered her hopes and she was engaged to someone else. Within the week, however, Tolkien was by her side and had persuaded her to marry him instead.


    By now, a year had passed in which Tolkien continued to neglect his studies under his Classics tutor, Lewis Farnell. A vigorous, wiry man with a long bespectacled face and drooping whiskers, Farnell was a fastidious scholar who had lately completed a five-volume opus on ancient Greek cults. Twenty years earlier, when Greece was still a remote and relatively untravelled land, he had been something of an adventurer, riding and hiking through bandit country to locate some half-forgotten shrine, or shooting rapids on the upper Danube. Nowadays his archaeological fervour was nourished by the rediscovery of legendary Troy and by excavations at Knossos that annually yielded more secrets of Homeric civilization  and an undeciphered script to tantalize linguists. But neither Farnell nor Sophocles and Aeschylus fired Tolkiens enthusiasm. Most of his time and energies were expended on extra-curricular activities. He socialized with college friends, spoke in debates, trained with his cavalry squadron, and pored over Eliots Finnish Grammar. People couldnt make out, he recalled later, why my essays on the Greek drama were getting worse and worse.


    He had one opportunity to follow his heart, in the special paper that gave him the option of studying comparative philology. If he did so, he realized, he would be taught by Joseph Wright, whose Gothic Primer had so inspired him as a schoolboy. Old Joe, a giant among philologists, who had started out as a millhand but had gone on to compile the massive English Dialect Dictionary, gave him a thorough grounding in Greek and Latin philology. But Tolkiens overall failure to apply himself to Classics, together with the dramatic reunion with Edith, took their toll on his mid-course university exams, Honour Moderations. Instead of the first-class result that Cary Gilson thought his former pupil should have achieved, he only just scraped a second, and he would have sunk to a dismal third but for an excellent paper on Greek philology. Luckily Farnell was broad-minded, with an affection for German culture that disposed him favourably towards the field of philological inquiry that truly interested Tolkien. He suggested that Tolkien switch to studying English, and made discreet arrangements so that he would not lose his 60 scholarship money, which had been meant for funding Classical studies. At last Tolkien was in his element, devoting his studies to the languages and literature that had long stirred his imagination.

    



    Meanwhile, Tolkiens friendship with the TCBS was growing more and more tenuous. He had played no part in a revival of The Rivals staged in October 1912 as a farewell to King Edwards by Christopher Wiseman and Rob Gilson, and he had missed the traditional old boys school debate that Christmas, though he was in Birmingham at the time. At university, Tolkien kept in touch with acquaintances at meetings of the Old Edwardian Society, but very few Birmingham friends had come to Oxford. One, Frederick Scopes, had gone sketching churches in northern France with Gilson during Easter 1912, but Tolkiens own funds were relatively limited, and evaporated in the heat of Oxford life.


    At Exeter College, Tolkien had tried to recreate the TCBSian spirit by founding similar clubs, first the Apolausticks and then the Chequers, which substituted lavish dinners for secret snacks and consisted of his new undergraduate friends. He joined the Dialectical Society and the Essay Club, and enjoyed chin-wagging over a pipe. One visitor eyeing the cards on his mantelpiece wryly commented that he appeared to have signed up to every single college association. (Some of these cards were his own work, drawn with characteristic humour and stylish flair: among them an invitation to a Smoker, a popular social affair, depicting four students dancing  and falling over  in Turl Street under the disapproving airborne gaze of owls clad in the mortarboards and bowler-hats of the university authorities.) Tolkien was elected deputy jester to the most important of these bodies, the Stapeldon Society, later becoming secretary and finally, at a noisy and anarchic meeting on 1 December 1913, president.


    For the TCBS, however, the centre of gravity had shifted from Birmingham to Cambridge, where Wiseman was now at Peterhouse with a maths scholarship and Gilson was studying Classics at Trinity. The groups numbers there were swelled in October 1913 by the arrival of Sidney Barrowclough and Ralph Payton (the Baby).


    But at the same time, crucially for Tolkien, G. B. Smith came up to Oxford to study history at Corpus Christi. Wiseman wrote to Tolkien: I envy you Smith, for, though we have Barrowclough and Payton, he is the pick of the bunch. GBS excelled in conversational wit, and he was certainly the most precocious TCBSite, already regarding himself as a poet when he took Vincent Troughts place in the cabal. He also shared some of Tolkiens heartfelt interests, particularly Welsh language and legend; he admired the original stories of King Arthur, and felt that the French troubadours had left these Celtic tales shorn of their native serenity and vigour. Smiths arrival in Oxford was the start of a more meaningful friendship with Tolkien, a friendship that grew apace in isolation from the constant waggishness that afflicted the TCBS en masse.


    In Cambridge, by contrast, Wiseman found his spirits failing under the relentless badinage. Rob Gilson attributed this depression to the health problems that had stopped him playing college rugby, proclaiming ingenuously in a letter to Tolkien: We have managed to relieve his boredom at times. On Friday he and I and Tea Cake and the Baby all went for a long walk, and had tea at a pubWe were all in the best of spirits  not that Tea Cakes ever fail. Wiseman found much-needed refreshment when he saw Smith and Tolkien that term, but shortly afterwards wrote to the latter: I am very anxious to breathe again the true TCBS spirit fostered by its Oxford branch. Teacake has so fed me lately that I verily believe I shall murder him if he has not altered by next term


    Happily for Wiseman, when most of the old friends were reunited to play their December 1913 rugby match against the King Edwards First XV a few days later, he was well at the back of the field and T. K. Barnsley was in the scrum. But after another two months the ill-assorted pair, both Methodists, had to form a delegation from Cambridge to the Oxford Wesley Society. Rob Gilson came down with them and wrote effusively afterwards: We had such a splendid week-end: Full marks, as Tea-Cake would sayI saw lots of [Frederick] Scopes and Tolkien and G. B. Smith, all of whom seem very contented with life

    



    Tolkien had reason to feel at ease at the start of 1914. In January, Edith had been received into the Roman Catholic Church in Warwick, where she had now made her home with her cousin, Jennie Grove; soon afterwards Edith and John Ronald were formally betrothed. In preparation for the momentous event Tolkien had finally told his friends about Edith; or rather, he appears to have told Smith, who apparently passed the news on to Gilson and Wiseman. Tolkien feared that his engagement might cut him off from the TCBS. Likewise, their congratulations were tinged with the anxiety that they might lose a friend. Wiseman said as much in a postcard. The only fear is that you will rise above the TCBS, he said, and demanded half-seriously that Tolkien somehow prove this most recent folly was only an ebullition of ultra-TCBSianism. Gilson wrote more frankly: Convention bids me congratulate you, and though my feelings are of course a little mixed, I do it with very sincere good wishes for your happiness. And I have no fear at all that such a staunch tcbsite as yourself will ever be anything else. Would John Ronald reveal the ladys name? he added.


    The English course onto which Tolkien had transferred a year ago was a further source of contentment. The Oxford course allowed
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