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TOLKIEN, John Ronald Reuel CBE (1892–1973) was born in 
Bloemfontein, South Africa, to English parents on 3 January 1892. 
His father, Arthur Reuel Tolkien, who had married Mabel Suffield in 
1891, was the manager of the Bank of Africa in Bloemfontein. His 
brother Hilary Arthur Reuel Tolkien was born on 17 February 1894. 
Because the intense heat was harming Ronald, Mrs Tolkien returned 
to England with the boys in 1895 and moved into 5 Gracewell, 
Sarehole, near Birmingham. Before they could rejoin him in South 
Africa, Arthur Tolkien died in 1896.

In 1900 Mabel Tolkien, despite family opposition, became a Roman 
Catholic and began to instruct her sons in the Catholic faith. That 
same year Ronald went to King Edward’s School, Birmingham, where 
his love of languages blossomed. In 1902 the family moved to 26 
Oliver Road, Edgbaston, so that Ronald and his brother could be 
educated by the priests of Birmingham Oratory at St Philip’s School. 
However, after winning a scholarship, Ronald returned to King 
Edward’s School in 1903.

After her long struggles, Mabel Tolkien died on 14 November 1904. 
The sacrifice she made to raise her children as Catholics was not 
lost on Ronald, who later wrote: ‘My own mother was a martyr 
indeed, and it is not to everybody that God grants so easy a way to 
his great gifts as he did to Hilary and myself, giving us a mother who 
killed herself with labour and trouble to ensure us keeping the faith.’ 
The boys went to live with their aunt, Beatrice Suffield, in 
Birmingham.

Tolkien came up to Exeter College, Oxford, in 1911 and read Honour 
Moderations. For his special subject he chose Comparative Philology 
and was taught by Joseph Wright. He then read English Language 
and Literature, taking a First in 1915. It was during these 
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undergraduate years that he developed his interest in painting and 
drawing. Tolkien was a lieutenant with the Lancashire Fusiliers from 
1915 to 1918 and took part in the Battle of the Somme. While 
convalescing from an illness he began writing The Silmarillion, the 
myths and legends of what later became known as ‘the First Age of 
the World’.

On 22 March 1916 he married Edith Mary Bratt (1889–1971) and they 
had four children: John (b. 16 November 1917), Michael (b. 22 
October 1920), Christopher (b. 21 November 1924), and Priscilla (b. 
18 June 1929). After demobilization from the army in November 1918 
Tolkien moved to Oxford where he worked for a while on the Oxford 
Dictionary. He became a Reader in English Language at the 
University of Leeds in 1920, and Professor of English Language at 
Leeds in 1924. In 1925 he returned to Oxford as Rawlinson and 
Bosworth Professor of Anglo-Saxon. He was elected Merton 
Professor of English Language and Literature in 1945.

They may have seen one another before, but the first time he and 
Lewis spoke was at a faculty meeting on 11 May 1926 (AMR). The 
next year Tolkien enrolled Lewis in his Kolbítar or Coalbiters, a 
society he founded in 1926 for the purposes of reading the Icelandic 
sagas and myths in the original Old Icelandic or Old Norse. Soon 
they were meeting regularly, usually on Monday mornings, and this 
could be taken as the beginnings of The Inklings.

Lewis was converted to Christianity in 1931, and in a letter to Dom 
Bede Griffiths of 21 December 1941, he spoke of Hugo Dyson* and 
Tolkien as ‘the immediate human carriers’ of his conversion. The part 
these men played in this is explained in detail in the letter to Arthur 
Greeves* of 18 October 1931, the last letter in this book. Further light 
is shed on Lewis’s conversion and Tolkien’s understanding of myth 
by Tolkien’s poem, Mythopoeia, found in his Tree and Leaf, ed. 
Christopher Tolkien, (2nd edition: 1988).

Although The Silmarillion was in draft form during the 1920s, Tolkien 
turned from it to The Hobbit (1937) which he began in about 1930 to 
amuse his children. The next work to emerge from the huge 
mythological world of The Silmarillion was The Lord of the Rings 



which he began in 1937. Much of what the Inklings called ‘the new 
Hobbit’ was read aloud to them while it was being written. This most 
famous of all Tolkien’s works appeared in three volumes. The first, 
The Fellowship of the Ring came out in 1954, and the other two 
volumes, The Two Towers and The Return of the King in 1955. Few 
works of literature had ever meant so much to Lewis, and Tolkien 
often mentioned the help he received from Lewis’s encouragement.
Tolkien retired in 1959. Mrs Tolkien was by now quite lame from 
arthritis, and increasingly Tolkien withdrew from the active life of the 
university to spend more time with her. While the publication of The 
Lord of the Rings brought fame and wealth, it also brought visitors 
and an enormous number of fan letters. Still he continued work on 
The Silmarillion, and his publications over the next few years 
included The Adventures of Tom Bombadil and other verses from 
The Red Book (1962), Tree and Leaf (1963), and Smith of Wootton 
Major (1967).

When Lewis died suddenly in November 1963 no one could have 
been more generous with praise. In a letter to his daughter, Priscilla, 
of 26 November 1963, he compared the death of Lewis to ‘an axe-
blow near the roots. Very sad that we should have been so separated 
in the last years; but our time of close communion endured in 
memory for both of us. I had a mass said this morning, and was 

there, and served’.8 In the letter he wrote to his son Michael, he said: 
‘We owed a great debt to the other, and that tie with the deep 
affection that it begot, remains. He was a great man of whom the 

cold-blooded official obituaries only scraped the surface.’9

In 1965 Tolkien learned that an American publisher planned on 
issuing an unauthorized paperback edition of The Lord of the Rings. 
To remedy the situation Tolkien had to make a number of textual 
changes in his book so that it would be reprinted as the ‘authorized’ 
paperback. In the end he revised both The Hobbit and The Lord of 
the Rings and the new editions were published in 1966. In 1968 
Tolkien and his wife moved into a bungalow at 19 Lakeside Road, 
Branksome Park, Poole, which was only a short taxi-ride from the 
Catholic church and the Miramar, a residential hotel where they often 
stayed. They were thus able to divide their time between their home 



and the hotel.

Mrs Tolkien died on 29 November 1971. Following her burial in 
Oxford, Merton College invited Tolkien to become a resident 
honorary Fellow, and they gave him a set of rooms in 21 Merton 
Street. In June 1972 he went to Buckingham Palace to be presented 
with a CBE by the Queen. Amongst the many honorary degrees 
conferred on him was an honorary Doctorate of Letters from his own 
university on 4 June 1972. While in Bournemouth in August 1973 he 
became ill and he died on 2 September 1973. He and his wife are 
buried in the Wolvercote Cemetery. 

For information and photos see Humphrey Carpenter’s J.R.R. 
Tolkien: A Biography (1977), and The Inklings (1978); The Tolkien 
Family Album (1992) by John and Priscilla Tolkien, and the entry on 
Christopher Tolkien in CG which contains a list of the many works of 
Tolkien edited by his son.
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