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Executive Summary 
 

Tolkienõs early years in the West Midlands were the most tumultuous of his life and the story of 

his resilience in the face of great loss is both affecting and salutary. The qualities which equipped 

the author for greatness were acquired in many ways and in many places across the region, of 

which the most important fifty or so are listed here: 

 

Rank 
Present (and past) 

address 
Also nearby Significance 

Building 

extant? 

Chapter and 

map 

references 

1 

264 Wake Green Road 

(then 5 Gracewell 

Cottages), 

Sarehole 

Tolkienõs 

ôsandpitõ 

Tolkienõs residence from summer 

1896 until autumn 1900, a period 

he described as ôthe longest-

seeming and most formative part 

of my lifeõ. It was subsequently the 

home of his maternal uncle, 

William. 

YES 
II.ii  

Map 7 

2 

ôFern Cottageõ, 430 

Lickey Road 

(then ôWoodside 

Cottageõ), 

Rednal 

 The Oratory 

Retreat & 

Rednal Hill 

Tolkienõs residence between June 

and November 1904, initially a 

happy time partly spent exploring 

Rednal Hill. The cottage was the 

scene of the most pivotal event of 

Tolkienõs life, the death of his 

mother. 

YES 
II.vi 

Map 8 

3 
Birmingham Oratory, 

Edgbaston 

The Plough 

and Harrow 

Hotel 

& 

96 Hagley 

Road 

Tolkienõs main place of worship 

from c. 1902 to 1911 and the 

home of his guardian, Father 

Francis Morgan. Tolkien was 

educated there from April to July 

1902. Nearby are the hotel where 

Tolkien and his wife stayed before 

he embarked for war in 1916 and 

the house which belonged to his 

motherõs cousin, George Suffield 

Marris, a possible model for the 

Hobbit character Otho Sackville-

Baggins. 

YES 
II.v 

Map 4 

4 
9 Ashfield Road, Kingõs 

Heath 
- 

The house of Tolkienõs maternal 

grandparents from the early 1890s 

until 1904-5 and Tolkienõs own 

residence from April 1895 until 

summer 1896. He was living there 

when the family received news of 

his fatherõs death in Bloemfontein. 

YES 
I.iv 

Map 6 

5 Sarehole Mill - 

The mill where Tolkien and his 

younger brother played (1896-

1900) and which he said 

ôdominatedõ his childhood. It may 

have inspired Ted Sandymanõs 

mill in The Lord of the Rings. 

YES 
II.ii  

Map 7 
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6 
25 Stirling Road, 

Edgbaston 
6 Stirling Road 

Tolkienõs residence from January 

1905 until summer 1908, a period 

in which he began to excel 

academically but was less than 

happy in the care of his aunt. 

The widow of Dr Joseph Sampson 

Gamgee lived opposite at no. 6. 

YES 
II.vii  

Map 4 

7 
4 Highfield Road, 

Edgbaston 
- 

Tolkienõs residence from autumn 

1909 until autumn 1911, when he 

was a boarder in the MacSherry 

household. 

YES 
II.ix  

Map 4 

8 

86 Westfield Road 

(then also ôSt Maloõ), 

Kingõs Heath 

The 

Birmingham ð 

Gloucester 

railway 

Tolkienõs residence from early 

1901 until early 1902, where he 

may have acquired his interest in 

the Welsh language from coal-

trucks on the adjacent railway. 

YES 
II.iv 

Map 6 

9 

ôWestfieldõ, 30 Fiery 

Hill Road (then ôThe 

Cottageõ), Barnt Green 

Barnt Green 

railway station 

Home to Tolkienõs maternal aunt, 

Edith May Incledon, from the 

1900s to c. 1916. Tolkien spent at 

least two Christmas holidays there 

and painted several watercolours 

in the garden. He had previously 

used the nearby station to 

commute to school in 

Birmingham. 

YES 
I.v 

Map 8 

10 
ôDormston Manor 

Farmõ (then ôBag Endõ) 

Church 

Cottage, 

Dormston 

The residence of Tolkienõs 

maternal aunt, Emily Jane Neave, 

between 1923 and 1931, after 

which time she lived in a nearby 

cottage until 1947. Tolkien visited 

the farm at least twice during the 

1920s and borrowed its name for 

the home of his Hobbit 

protagonist. 

YES 
I.v 

Map 1 

11 

Moseley Bog nature 

reserve (known to 

Tolkien as ôBumble 

Dellõ due to the 

abundance of wild 

blackberries) 

- 

The former site of a mill pond 

which by Tolkienõs time had 

become ôa wonderful dell with 

flowersõ and where he and his 

brother played together (1896-

1900). 

YES 
II.ii  

Map 7 

12 

The site of what was 

then either 21 or 37 

Duchess Road, 

Edgbaston 

- 

Tolkienõs residence from summer 

1908 to autumn 1909, where he 

met his future wife, Edith Bratt, a 

fellow boarder. 

NO 
II.viii  

Map 4 
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13 

The site of 

King Edward House, 

131-138 New Street 

(then King Edwardõs 

School), Birmingham 

The jewellerõs, 

E.H. Lawley & 

Sons 

Tolkienõs school from September 

1900 to April 1902 and January 

1903 until July 1911. He had the 

ôdeepest affectionõ for the 

ômagnificentõ and ôeducativeõ old 

buildings, which were demolished 

in 1936. Opposite was the 

jewellerõs where Tolkien and 

Edith met and bought each other 

presents in January 1910. 

NO 
II.ii -ix 

Map 3 

14 

The site of what was 

then 26 Oliver Road, 

Ladywood 

- 

Tolkienõs residence between early 

1902 and spring 1904. It was 

reportedly ôonly one degree better 

than a slumõ. 

NO 
II.v 

Map 4 

15 

The site of Hazeldene 

Surgery (then a house 

called ôHazel Deneõ), 

Main Road, Great 

Haywood 

ôRock 

Cottageõ, Main 

Road 

The house where Tolkien 

boarded with his wife while on 

leave from the army between May 

1916 and February 1917. They 

may have resided during the latter 

three months at nearby Rock 

Cottage. 

NO & YES 
II.Epilogue 

Map 9 

16 
The site of 214 Alcester 

Road, Moseley 

171 Alcester 

Road 

Tolkienõs residence during the 

winter of 1900/1901. He 

remembered the house as 

ôdreadfulõ. His motherõs second 

cousin, Winifred Elizabeth 

Johnson (1875-1963), would live 

opposite. 

NO 
II.iii  

Map 6 

17 
18 Cotton Lane (then 

ôIvy Cottageõ), Moseley 

58 Grove 

Avenue (then 

ôGlen Lynnõ) 

The house of Tolkienõs maternal 

grandparents from 1904/5 until 

John Suffieldõs death in 1930. 

Tolkien said the address was one 

of the ôchildhood memories which 

are a large ingredient in the make-

up of the Shireõ. The house 

opposite was occupied by Johnõs 

cousin, Thomas Hillman Suffield. 

YES 
I.iv 

Map 6 

18 

ôOrchard Houseõ, 

Station Road, 

Blackminster 

- 

The smallholding where Tolkienõs 

brother, Hilary, lived between c. 

1923 and 1976 and where the 

author was a regular visitor. 

YES 
II.Epilogue 

Map 2 

19 
15 Victoria Street, 

Warwick 
- 

The house where Edith lived while 

engaged and then married to 

Tolkien, and where he also stayed 

on numerous occasions between 

June 1913 and May 1916. 

YES 
II.Epilogue 

Map 1 
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20 
Gipsy Green, 

Teddesley Hall Park 
- 

The house where Tolkien stayed 

with his wife and newborn first 

child, John, between April and 

June 1918. He made a coloured 

pencil drawing of the building, 

which also featured as a setting in 

his early collection of stories, The 

Book of Lost Tales. 

YES 
II.Epilogue 

Map 9 

21 

The Church of St Mary 

Immaculate, West 

Street, Warwick 

- 

The church where Tolkien and 

Edith were married on 22
nd

 March 

1916. 

YES 
II.Epilogue 

Map 1 

22 

ôBrackleyõ and/or 

ôDunkeldõ, c. 81-103 

Middleton Hall Road, 

Cotteridge 

- 

The house(s) of Tolkienõs uncle, 

Laurence, where the newly 

orphaned Tolkien lived for a few 

weeks at the end of 1904. 

YES 
I.viii 

Map 1 

23 

The site of 185 

Monument Road, 

Edgbaston 

Perrottõs Folly 

The house where Tolkien stayed 

in early 1916. The 18
th

-century 

tower Perrottõs Folly is on the 

other side of the road. 

NO 
II.Epilogue 

Map 4 

24 
11 Frederick Road, 

Edgbaston 
- 

The boarding house where 

Tolkien stayed for a few days in 

autumn 1911. 

YES 
II.ix  

Map 4 

25 
ôManor Farmõ, Hinton 

on the Green 
- 

The home of Edithõs oldest friend, 

Mabel Sheaf, whom the authorõs 

family would visit during the 

1930s. Its location bears some 

resemblance to that of 

ôCrickhollowõ in The Lord of the 

Rings. 

YES 
II.Epilogue 

Map 2 

26 

The site of Wake 

Green Park (then 

ôAbbotsfordõ, 69 Wake 

Green Road), Moseley 

- 

The house of Tolkienõs paternal 

aunt Mabel Mitton (c. 1900s-

1930s). Tolkien and his brother 

stayed there a number of times, 

particularly during the 1914-18 

war. 

NO 
I.viii 

Map 6 

27 
St Peterõs Church, 

Bromsgrove 
- 

Where the Tolkiens would attend 

mass while living in Rednal; and, 

from 1904, the location of the 

grave of Tolkienõs mother. 

YES 
II.vi 

Map 1 

28 

The site of 74-78 

Corporation Street 

(then ôBarrowõs Storesõ), 

Birmingham 

- 

The department store where 

Tolkienõs fellow school librarians 

began to meet in the summer of 

1911 and which lent its name to 

the resultant artistic coterie, the 

T.C.B.S.. 

NO 
II.ix  

Map 3 
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29 

The site of c. 102 Bull 

Street (then ôOld Lamb 

Houseõ, nos. 106-109), 

Birmingham 

Carrs Lane: 

site of the 

Chartist riots 

of 4
th

 July 1839 

The 16
th

-century building which 

housed the Suffield drapery 

business from 1826 until 

demolition in 1886. It was the 

birthplace of Tolkienõs 

grandfather, whose account of the 

nearby 1839 Chartist riot 

contributed some details to the 

õBattle of Bywaterõ in The Lord of 

the Rings. 

NO 
I.ii-iv 

Map 3 

30 
12 Greenfield Crescent, 

Edgbaston 

Harborne 

Road: 

Tolkienõs 

route to school 

The family home (c. 1888-1913) 

of Christopher Wiseman, 

Tolkienõs closest friend while they 

were at King Edwardõs together. 

Their argumentative walks to 

school would begin here. 

YES 
II.vii  

Map 4 

31 

The Aston Webb 

Building (then the First 

Southern General 

Hospital), Birmingham 

University, Edgbaston 

The Joseph 

Chamberlain 

Memorial 

Clock Tower 

The temporary military hospital 

where Tolkien was treated for 

trench fever during November and 

early December 1916. The 

adjacent clock tower had loomed 

over south Edgbaston for about a 

decade by that time and may have 

inspired the towers in The Lord of 

the Rings. 

YES 
II.Epilogue 

Map 5 

32 
Key Hill Cemetery, 

Hockley 

Warstone 

Lane 

Cemetery 

The graves of Tolkienõs maternal 

great-great-grandparents and of a 

great uncle; also, the gravestone of 

his paternal grandparents, uncles 

and aunts, which includes the 

name of Tolkienõs father. 

Samuel Wilson Suffield (I) was 

buried in nearby Warstone Lane 

Cemetery. 

YES 
I.ii  

Map 1 

33 

The site of 2-4 

Willersey Road (then 

Sarehole Farm) 

- 

The home of Arthur Purser, 

whom Tolkien and his brother in 

childhood called ôThe Black 

Ogreõ, as well as his wife, Alice 

Burgoyne, daughter of the 

diminutive local farmer Jabez 

Buggins. 

NO 
II.ii  

Map 7 

34 

The Ivy Bush, 181 

Hagley Road, 

Edgbaston 

- 

A pub at the heart of Tolkienõs 

north Edgbaston neighbourhood 

(1902-1911), the name of which 

he gave to an inn in The Lord of 

the Rings. 

YES 
II.vii  

Map 4 

35 
56 Chantry Road (then 

ôWoodvilleõ), Moseley 
- 

The house of Tolkienõs Aunt May 

around the turn of the twentieth 

century, where he and his cousins 

may have invented their secret 

languages. 

YES 
I.v 

Map 6 
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36 

90 Trafalgar Road (then 

ôMalvern Houseõ), 

Moseley 

- 
The childhood home of Tolkienõs 

mother (c. 1870s-1891). 
YES 

I.iv 

Map 6 

37 

Trittiford Mill Pool 

(then Titterford Mill), 

Yardley Wood 

- 

The location of a mill and pond 

where a young Tolkien and his 

brother would cut reeds to fashion 

into whistles (1896-1900). 

YES 
II.ii  

Map 7 

38 

The site of 64 Yardley 

Wood Road (then 

ôFirfieldõ), Showell 

Green 

The site of 58 

Yardley Wood 

Road (then 

ôMayfieldõ) 

The house of Tolkienõs great-

grandfather from c. 1867 until 

1891. In 1871, Tolkienõs 

grandfather was living next door, 

in a house that was the probable 

birthplace of the authorõs mother. 

NO 
I.iii  

Map 6 

39 
The Church of All 

Saints, Evesham 

The Church of 

St Lawrence 

The parish churches of some of 

the earlier Suffields, including 

John (c. 1644-1712), whose plaque 

can be found in the narthex of All 

Saintsõ Church.  

YES 
I.i 

Map 2 

40 

An unknown address 

on Stockfield Road, 

Acocks Green 

- 

The location of the house where 

Tolkienõs uncle William Suffield 

lived with his wife Beatrice (c. 

1898-1900). Tolkien recalled 

walking there from Sarehole with 

his mother. 

? 
I.v 

Map 1 

41 

An unknown address 

on Hall Road, 

Handsworth 

- 
The birthplace of Tolkienõs father 

in 1857. 
? 

I.vii 

Map 1 

42 

c. 164-174 Birmingham 

Road (then 38 Grove 

Crescent), West 

Bromwich 

- 

The row where Tolkienõs close 

friend Geoffrey Bache Smith and 

his family lived (c. 1890sð1916). 

? 
Appendix B 

Map 1 

43 
70 New Street, 

Birmingham 
87 New Street 

The music shop of Tolkienõs 

paternal grandfather from 1848 

until he was obliged to relocate to 

the other side of the street in 1870. 

The shop remained at no. 87 until 

1877. 

YES 
I.vii 

Map 3 

44 
28 Forest Road (then 

ôElmdonõ), Moseley 
- 

The house of Tolkienõs father at 

the time he met and became 

engaged to Mabel Suffield (c. 

1886-1891). 

YES 
I.vii 

Map 6 

45 
55 Church Road (then 

no. 15), Moseley 

53 Church 

Road (then no. 

16) 

The house of Tolkienõs paternal 

grandmother and her youngest 

sons, Wilfrid and Laurence (c. the 

late 1880s until c. 1900). In 1891, 

Tolkienõs Aunt Mabel and her 

family lived next door. 

YES 
I.vii-viii 

Map 6 

46 
All Saintsõ Church, 

Kingõs Heath 

The site of the 

Kingõs Heath 

Institute 

The church where Tolkienõs 

paternal grandparents were 

married on 16
th

 February 1856. 

YES 
I.vii 

Map 6 
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47 

The site of 93-97 

Elmdon Lane (then 

ôCanterbury Houseõ), 

Marston Green 

- 

The house (c. 1900-1929) of 

Tolkienõs headmaster at King 

Edwardõs, Cary Gilson, and of his 

close schoolfriend, Robert Quilter 

Gilson. 

NO 
II.vii  

Map 1 

48 

The vicinity of 

Overdale Court (then 

the location of a house 

called ôIvy Lodgeõ), 

Moseley 

- 

The house(s) where Tolkienõs 

father lived during his adolescence 

(c. 1870s). 

? 
I.vii 

Map 6 

49 

The King Edwardõs 

School playing-fields, 

Eastern Road, 

Edgbaston 

The post-1936 

K.E.S. 

Edgbaston 

campus 

The pitches where Tolkien used 

to play rugby (1902-1912), 

including as the team-mate of the 

future Field Marshal Slim. An 

intraschool match on these fields 

in 1911 was the subject of his 

juvenile mock-heroic poem ôThe 

Battle of the Eastern Fieldõ. On 

the opposite side of the Bristol 

Road are the K.E.S. premises 

which Tolkien viewed in 1944 and 

found ôghastly utterly third-rateõ. 

YES 
II.ix  

Map 5 

50 

A site in the vicinity of 

65 Rodney Close (then 

10 Dawlish Place, 

Monument Road), 

Ladywood 

- 

While Tolkien was living a short 

distance away, this was the house 

(c. 1911) of one of his motherõs 

second cousins. Lilian Suffield had 

married Frederick J. Turner, 

whose occupation was ôring 

makerõ. 

NO 
Appendix A 

Map 4 

51 
206 Leach Green Lane, 

Rednal 
- 

One of the two boarding houses 

where Tolkien may have stayed 

during summer 1909 to prepare 

for an Oxford University exam 

and where he took Edith during 

the secretive excursion which 

resulted in their long separation. 

YES 
II.viii  

Map 8 

 

  



10 

 

Maps 
 

Map 1: An Overview of the West Midlands 

 

 
Figure 1: An Ordnance Survey map of the early 1900s showing some of the locations mentioned in this essay. The numbered 

blue rectangles correspond to the more detailed maps which follow. 
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 Key 

 

Sites of greater importance: 

10  ôBag Endõ, Dormston 

19  15 Victoria Street, Warwick 

21  The Church of St Mary Immaculate, Warwick 

22  ôBrackleyõ/õDunkeldõ, Middleton Hall Road, Cotteridge 

27  St Peterõs Church, Bromsgrove 

32  The Key Hill & Warstone Lane Cemeteries 

40  Stockfield Road, Acocks Green 

41  Hall Road, Handsworth 

42  Grove Crescent, West Bromwich 

47  Canterbury House, Marston Green 

 

Sites of lesser importance: 

A  The Tolkien family home on the Alcester Road, c. 1881 

B The Forest Hotel, Dorridge, where Tolkienõs uncle was the innkeeper in the late 

1890s 

C 49 Sandon Road, Edgbaston: home of Tolkienõs school-friend G.F. Cottrell in 

1911 

D ôEarlsfieldõ, Westfield Road, Edgbaston: home of Tolkienõs school-friend T.K. 

Barnsley in 1911 

E St Nicolasõ Church, Kingõs Norton, which Tolkien painted from a distance in 

1913 

F Lower Farm, Newnham: where Tolkienõs cousin, Frank Sydney Suffield, hosted 

other family members, c. 1930s-1950s 

 

The colours used for each notation signify the following: 

RED  A site of direct relevance to Tolkien himself 

GREEN A site related to members of the Suffield family 

ORANGE A site related to members of the Tolkien family 

PURPLE A site related to one of Tolkienõs school-friends 

BROWN Other sites 
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Map 2: The Evesham Area 

 

 
Figure 2: An O.S. map of the early 1900s showing the Evesham area in more detail. 

 

18 Orchard House, Blackminster 

25 Manor Farm & St Peterõs Church, Hinton on the Green 

39 All Saintsõ Church, Evesham 

 

A Dresden School (now 51 High Street), Evesham, where Tolkienõs wife was educated 
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Map 3: Birmingham Centre 

 

 
Figure 3: An O.S. map of the early 1900s showing Birmingham centre in more detail. 

 

13 King Edwardõs School, New Street (& the jewellerõs, E.H. Lawley & Sons) 

28 Barrowõs Stores, Corporation Street 

29 Old Lamb House, Bull Street, & the Suffield warehouse on Crooked Lane 

43 70 New Street: John B. Tolkienõs music shop (& 87 New Street opposite) 

 

A The site of William Suffieldõs early printing shop, c. 1810-1813 

 New Street Station, where Tolkienõs aunt acted as his parentsõ go-between, c. 1888 

B The site of Samuel Wilson Suffieldõs grocery, c. 1830s & 1840s 

C The site of the Baptist chapel where Tolkienõs maternal grandfather was baptised in 1833 

D St Philipõs Cathedral (then Church), where John Suffield was christened for a second time, 1842 

E The scene of the Chartist riots, 4
th

 July 1839 

F The Crescent, a childhood home of Tolkienõs father, c. mid-1860s 

G 39 Corporation Street: the Suffield drapery shop shortly before bankruptcy, c. late 1880s 

H Mason College, where Tolkienõs maternal aunt received physiology tuition, c. late 1880 & early 1890s 

I Great Charles Street, where Tolkienõs paternal uncle Wilfrid lived around 1901 

J Methodist Central Hall, Corporation Street: one achievement of Christopher Wisemanõs father, 1903-4 

K The Council House, whose clock tower Tolkien and Edith could hear during their late-night ôwindow 

talksõ, c. 1909 

L The Prince of Wales Theatre, where Tolkien met Edith on 16
th

 February 1910 

M The stop on Navigation Street where Tolkien likely caught the tram to the K.E.S. grounds in Edgbaston, 

early 1900s & 1944 
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Map 4: North Edgbaston 

 

 
Figure 4: An O.S. map of the early 1900s showing north Edgbaston in more detail. 

 

3 Birmingham Oratory, Hagley Road 

6 25 Stirling Road 

7 4 Highfield Road 

12 21/37 Duchess Road 

14 26 Oliver Road 

23 185 Monument Road 

24 11 Frederick Road 

30 12 Greenfield Crescent 

34 The Ivy Bush 

50 Dawlish Place, Monument Road 

 

A 93 Harborne Road, the house of Tolkienõs maternal great-grandparents, c. 1851 

B The site of the iron foundry where John Suffield worked, c. early 1890s 

C 6 Stirling Road, home of the family of Dr J. Sampson Gamgee, c. 1891-1901 

D 96 Hagley Road, home of Tolkienõs cousin once removed George Suffield Marris, c. 1901 

E 22 Vernon Road, home of George Suffield Marris, c. 1911 

F The Edgbaston Waterworks 

G Perrottõs Folly 

H The corner of Francis Road and the Hagley Road, where Tolkien saw Edith for the last time before she 

left Birmingham, 2
nd

 March 1910 

I Five Ways junction, on Tolkienõs route to and from school 

J 62 Wheeleys Road, the house of Tolkienõs Uncle Wilfrid in 1911 
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Map 5: South Edgbaston 

 

 
Figure 5: An O.S. map of the early 1900s showing south Edgbaston in more detail. 

 

31 The site of the University of Birmingham and First Southern General Hospital 

49 The Eastern Road playing-fields 

 

A The site of Haydn Place, where Tolkienõs paternal grandfather lived in the late-1840s 

and where he likely met Tolkienõs grandmother, Mary Jane Stow 

B The site of what was then 382 Bristol Road, the house of Tolkienõs maternal great-

grandfather, c. 1861 

C 6 Albert Road, the house of Tolkienõs half-aunt, Louisa Holden, c. 1881 

D The site of what was then 81 Gough Road, the house of Tolkienõs aunt, Edith May 

Incledon, c. 1891  

E 77 Greenfield Road, home of Tolkienõs school-friends, W.H. and R.S. Payton, c. 1901-

1911 

F Selly Oak railway station, where the invalided Tolkien was disembarked on 9
th

 November 

1916 

G Birmingham University Hospital, where Tolkien was assessed by an army medical board 

on 23
rd

 January 1917 

H The site of King Edwardõs School from 1936 until the present day 

  



16 

 

Map 6: Moseley and Kingõs Heath 

 

 
Figure 6: An O.S. map of the early 1900s showing the Moseley area in more detail. 
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4 9 Ashfield Road 

8 86 Westfield Road (& the Birmingham-Gloucester railway to the rear) 

16 214 Alcester Road (& 171 Alcester Road) 

17 ôIvy Cottageõ, 18 Cotton Lane (& ôGlen Lynnõ, 58 Grove Avenue) 

26 ôAbbotsfordõ, Wake Green Road 

35 ôWoodvilleõ, 56 Chantry Road 

36 ôMalvern Houseõ, 90 Trafalgar Road 

38 ôFirfieldõ & ôMayfieldõ, Stoney Lane/Yardley Wood Road 

44 ôElmdonõ, 28 Forest Road 

45 55 & 53 Church Road 

46 All Saintsõ Church 

48 ôIvy Lodgeõ, Park Road 

 

A Highbury Hall, the residence of the Chamberlain family, 1878-1919  

B 4 Augusta Road, the first marital home of Tolkienõs aunt Mabel Mitton, c. 1881 

C St Anneõs Church, where Tolkienõs Aunt May was married to Walter Incledon in 1890 

D ôNora Villasõ, 87 Clarence Road, house of Tolkienõs uncle John Suffield (III), c. 1891 

E 34 Grove Avenue, probably the first marital home of Tolkienõs aunt, Florence Hadley, 

c. 1891 

F Site of ôThe Grangeõ, a mansion demolished in 1895 to make way for terraced housing 

G ôKylemoreõ, 45/47 Wake Green Road, house of Florence and Tom Hadley in 1901 

H 11 Edgbaston Road, the boarding house run by Tolkienõs great-grandfatherõs widow, 

Eliza Suffield, c. 1891-1904 

I The Kingõs Heath Institute, where Tolkienõs mother and Aunt Jane attended a party in 

September 1895 

J ôThe Vronõ, 6 Ascot Road, house of Mabel Tolkienõs aunt Sarah Swindall Marris, c. 1901 

K ôCarisbrookeõ, 130 Anderton Park Road, the Mittonsõ house in 1901 

L ôWinterdyneõ, 23 Wake Green Road, home of Samuel Wilson Suffield (II)õs family, c. 

1901 

M St Dunstanõs Church, one of the first Catholic churches which Tolkien attended, 1901-2 

N 95 Station Road, house of Mabel Tolkienõs cousin, Mark Oliver Suffield (jr.), c. 1911 

O 2 Amesbury Road, the home in 1911 of Tolkienõs adversary in ôThe Battle of the Eastern 

Fieldõ, E.B. Alabaster 

P 79 Blenheim Road, house of Tolkienõs second cousin once removed Samuel Wilson 

Suffield (III), c. 1911 

Q 64 Woodstock Road, house of Tolkienõs cousin twice removed Joseph Willey Suffield, 

c. 1911 

  



18 

 

Map 7: Sarehole and the River Cole 

 

 
Figure 7: An O.S. map of the early 1900s showing the valley of the River Cole in more detail. 

 

1 5 Gracewell Cottages, Wake Green Road 

5 Sarehole Mill 

11 ôBumble Dellõ or Moseley Bog 

33 Sarehole Farm 

37 Titterford Mill Pond 

 

A Four Arches Bridge, c. 1820-present 

B Arthur H. Fosterõs ôChaletõ on Green Road, c. 1880-1928 

C ôGleneaderõ, 1-3 Hayfield Road, house of John Suffieldõs cousin Thomas Hillman Suffield, c. 1881-91 

D The Pine Dell Hydropathic Establishment & Moseley Botanical Gardens, 1892-1900 
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Map 8: Rednal, Barnt Green and the Lickey Hills 

 

 
Figure 8: An O.S. map of the early 1900s showing the Lickey Hills in more detail. 

 

2 ôWoodside Cottageõ, 430 Lickey Road 

9 ôThe Cottageõ or ôWestfieldõ, 30 Fiery Hill Road 

51 206 Leach Green Lane 

 

A The Oratory Retreat 

B Barnt Green railway station, part of Tolkienõs journey to and from school in 1904 
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Map 9: Lichfield and Cannock Chase 

 

 
Figure 9: An O.S. map of the early 1900s showing Cannock Chase in more detail. 

 

15 ôHazel Deneõ & ôRock Cottageõ, Great Haywood 

20 Gipsy Green, Teddesley Hay 

 

A Whittington Heath, where Tolkien was encamped during August & September 1915 

B The George Hotel, Lichfield, where the core of the T.C.B.S. gathered for the last time 

on 25
th

 September 1915 

C ôPenkridgeõ, Rugeley Camp, where Tolkien was billeted from October to December 

1915 and again in the spring of 1918 

D Brocton Camp, where Tolkien was billeted from December 1915 until May 1916 and 

again in the summer of 1918 
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Introduction 
 

In my first essay justifying the creation of the Shire Way, I argued that a walking route across the 

West Midlands of England could sufficiently imitate a journey described in The Lord of the 

Rings as to kindle the imagination of J.R.R. Tolkienõs international readership, motivating some 

to seek in the region a physical connection to his Shire landscape. I also asserted that the 

popularity of Birminghamõs present Tolkien Trail was constrained by its entirely biographical 

purview and lack of association with the authorõs fictional works. It may seem logically 

inconsistent of me, therefore, to dedicate so large a sequel to a history of the lives of Tolkien, his 

ancestors and his relatives. However, the essence of my complaint about the ten sites which 

constitute the Trail is that they do not adequately convey the breadth and depth of Tolkienõs 

association with the area. And, although the ambition of the Shire Way is to entertain as well as 

inform, a detailed biographical ingredient is nevertheless indispensable. 

The main appeal of the footpath to readers of The Lord of the Rings will lie not in its 

realism but in its authenticity. And we should not underestimate the number of people whose 

imaginations are stimulated less by the sight a row of colourful round doors or an actor wearing 

prosthetic Elf-ears than by the notion that the road, river, woodland or hillside being traversed is 

one which Tolkien may have experienced and envisioned while he wrote. Such credibility will 

not be easy to establish, especially in the parts of Birmingham which have undergone the greatest 

change since the turn of the twentieth century, but wholly impossible if the wayfarers are unaware 

of the narrative of Tolkienõs early life and the significance which he may have attached to specific 

Midland locations. 

Tolkien himself believed that biography can shed little light on an authorõs narrative art, 

the origin of an idea being of less importance to him than how it is used.
1

 This conviction grew 

during his later years in proportion to his celebrity, strengthening from a ôdoubtõ in 1957 to ôone 

of [his] strongest opinionsõ by 1971.2 In one letter, he wrote that ôonly oneõs guardian Angel, or 

indeed God Himself, could unravel the real relationship between personal facts and an authorõs 

works. Not the author himself (although he knows more than any investigator), and certainly not 

so-called òpsychologistsó.õ
3

 However, his main objection, as a scholar who had himself theorised 

about the identity and attributes of the medieval ôGawain Poetõ, was to the impertinence of those 

who wrote speculatively about still-living authors, causing ôdistaste and irritationõ to the victim:
4

 

 

Still I wish it could be forbidden that after a great man is dead, little men should scribble 

over him, who have not and must know they have not sufficient knowledge of his life and 

character to give them any key to the truth.
5

 

 

 

 

 
1

 Carpenter, Humphrey (ed.). The Letters of J.R.R. Tolkien. Harper Collins. 1981. Letter 337: From a letter to ôMr 

Wrigleyõ (25 May 1972). 
2

 Ibid. Letter 199: From a letter to Caroline Everett (24 June 1957) & Letter 329: From a letter to Peter Szabó 

Szentmihályi (October 1971). 
3

 Letter 213: From a letter to Deborah Webster (25 October 1958). 
4

 Letter 284: To W.H. Auden (23 February 1966). 
5

 Letter 261: From a letter to Anne Barrett, Houghton Mifflin Co. (30 August 1964). 
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One of the ôlittle menõ he may have had in mind was the Swedish translator Åke Joel Ohlmarks, 

who made the claim in his introduction to The Lord of the Rings that the story contains 

ôreminiscences of journeys on foot in his own youth up into the Welsh border-regionsõ. Tolkien 

complained to the publisher: ôAs Bilbo said of the dwarves, he seems to know as much of my 

private pantries as I do myself. Or pretends to. I never walked in Wales or the marches in my 

youth.õ
6

 The English Midlands, as we shall see, are another matter. 

It is not the intention of this essay to criticise Tolkienõs narrative art, except in the limited 

sense of exploring a very few of the roots of The Lord of the Rings. I will not exaggerate the 

similarity between Tolkienõs childhood haunts and places within his Shire setting. The Shire Way 

will be an attempt only to imitate the journey of Frodo and his friends, based on arguably 

fortuitous geographical correlations; one can use no stronger words than that. Nor will this essay 

elucidate the secret depths of Tolkienõs personality, except perhaps in suggesting that his early 

experiences of coping with bereavement can be detected in his mythologyõs central theme of 

mortality as a ôgiftõ and the enticement of a ôcounterfeit immortalityõ.
7

 

My own opinion is that an authorõs biography can clarify the relationship between real 

and fictional settings, but also between real and fictional persons (or, in this case, hobbits). We 

may be sure that Tolkien extrapolated certain Hobbit characteristics from his own personality 

and experiences. This idea can be taken too far, of course, as Tolkien complained that BBC 

producers had done in obliging him to attend a firework display for the filming of a 1968 

documentary: ôa thing,õ he said, ôI have not done since I was a boy. Fireworks have no special 

relation to me.õ
8

 But I believe that the Hobbit preoccupation with genealogy and family politics 

is autobiographical in origin, with Tolkien transposing into his fiction some of the characters he 

knew and heard about in childhood.
9

 

In The Hobbit, Bilbo Baggins is described as the product of two contrasting families, 

with the two sides of his nature pulling him in different directions. The inhibited but respectable 

Baggins in him enjoys most of all being ensconced in his own arm-chair and causes Bilbo to 

collapse ôshaking like a jelly that was meltingõ at the first mention of mortal danger. He looks and 

at first behaves ôlike a second edition of his solid and comfortable fatherõ, but Bilbo has also ôgot 

something a bit queer in his make-up from the Took side, something that only waited for a 

chance to come outõ. This wildness in the blood, attributed by others to a union betwixt Took 

and fairy in the remote past, is responsible for the disreputable tendency among members of that 

clan to have adventures. In Bilbo, it presents as an urge to ôgo and see the great mountains, and 

hear the pine-trees and the waterfalls, and explore the caves, and wear a sword instead of a 

walking-stickõ. 

The biographer Humphrey Carpenter saw the incongruous familial traits striving within 

Bilbo as an explanation of Tolkienõs own character, which begot a life that was in some respects 

 

 

 
6

 Letter 229: From a letter to Allen & Unwin (23 February 1961). 
7

 See Letter 154 on the Elves as ôembalmersõ of mortal Middle-earth and Letter 212 on counterfeit immortality as 

ôthe chief bait of Sauronõ. 
8

 Letter 301: From a letter to Donald Swann (29 February 1968). See also ôTolkien in Oxfordõ. BBC Television. 30
th

 

March 1968. 
9

 See, for example, Arthur Tolkienõs letter to his mother of 4
th

 January 1892, as quoted in Carpenter, Humphrey. 

J.R.R. Tolkien: A Biography. George Allen & Unwin. 1987. 20. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ON_dD-LKlCA


23 

 

extraordinary but in others remarkably humdrum. He points out furthermore that Bilbo was ôson 

of the lively Belladonna Took, herself one of the three remarkable daughters of the Old Tookõ, 

just as Tolkien was ôson of the enterprising Mabel Suffield, herself one of the three remarkable 

daughters of old John Suffield (who lived to be nearly a hundred)õ.
10

 Thus, Carpenter implies, we 

may read Bilboõs lineage as a likeness of Tolkienõs own, with the curious Tooks standing for the 

artistic Suffields and the Baggins family for the solid and respectable Tolkiens. 

There are flaws in this theory.
11

 John Suffield would have scoffed at the comment, made 

about the corresponding Hobbit families, that ô[the Suffields] were not as respectable as [the 

Tolkiens], though they were undoubtedly richerõ. My own research suggests a less direct 

relationship between the family histories of Tolkien and his Hobbits, with aspects of the Baggins 

ancestry also having a Suffield provenance. For example, he writes of how Laura Baggins 

remained leader of the dynasty after the death of her husband and until she was one hundred 

and two years old, meaning that ôher son Bungo [Bilboõs father] did not become òheadóé until 

he was 70õ.
12

 It strikes me as more than just coincidental that when Tolkienõs deceased great-

grandfatherõs second wife died in Birmingham during the first half of 1904, John Suffield was the 

eldest son and aged exactly seventy. 

How extensive and accurate was Tolkienõs knowledge of his own family, it is hard to say. 

Late in life, he wrote that he would have liked to find out more about his ôkith and kinõ but 

thought it now unlikely he would ever do so.
13

 As a boy he had been regaled with the supposedly 

heroic exploits of his German forefathers by his Aunt Grace, and yet we are told by Carpenter 

that Tolkien ôcame to feel far closer to [his motherõs family] than to the family of his dead fatherõ.
14

 

This was partly due to the influence of his maternal grandfather, in whose Birmingham house 

Tolkien lived upon arriving from South Africa, aged three. John Suffield was enormously proud 

of his ancestors, who had been engravers and plate-makers, and he demonstrated some of their 

skill in his own craftsmanship. He would ôtalk with pride about how King William IV had given 

the family a coat of arms because they did fine work for him, and how Lord Suffield was a distant 

relative (which was not true)õ. 

There is a hint of disdain in Carpenterõs depiction of an old manõs hauteur ôin the matter 

of ancestry which in many ways was all he had left to be proud ofõ. Andrew Morton, by contrast, 

writes in Tolkienõs Bag End that John Suffield was ôright at least in asserting the proud pedigree 

of his familyõ: 

  

The Suffields went back several generations in the district of Evesham known as 

Bengeworth, where they had connections with the printing and publishing trade. They 

were on the top rung of the artisan ladder. Some of the family were certainly highly literate 

 

 

 
10

 Carpenter. J.R.R. Tolkien. 179. 
11

 Note that Tolkienõs paternal grandfather also reached old age, dying at the age of eighty-nine, and was father to 

three daughters by the authorõs grandmother (and several more by his first wife). 
12

 Letter 214: To A.C. Nunn (draft), c. 1958/59. 
13

 Burns, Maggie. Roots and Reality. Unpublished. 6. 
14

 Carpenter. J.R.R. Tolkien. 26. 
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craftsmen at least, and a copy of Sterneõs Sentimental Journey, signed ôSam Suffield, 

Bengworth 1789õ, shows that intellectual traditions in the family went back a long way.
15

 

 

The late-eighteenth-century Suffields were nonconformist in their religious beliefs but, as a 

mixture of influential burgers and itinerant tradesmen, very much part of a nascent English 

middle class.
16

 

Tolkien seems to have been less interested in the Suffieldsõ recent history than in their 

deep past, as a letter encouraging his son Christopher to read Frank Stentonõs Anglo-Saxon 

England indicates: 

 

Still, I hope one day youõll be able (if you wish) to delve into this intriguing story of the 

origins of our peculiar people. And indeed of us in particular. For barring the Tolkien 

(which must long ago have become a pretty thin strand) you are a Mercian or Hwiccian 

(of Wychwood) on both sides.
17

 

 

The Hwicce were the Anglo-Saxon people whose territory was roughly consonant with that of 

the old diocese of Worcester and is probably a reference to Tolkienõs maternal heritage. He is 

not dismissing the importance his fatherõs family: his intention is rather to downplay 

Christopherõs Germanic roots and emphasise the fact that all four of his own grandparents were 

born in England. This betrays a sensitivity, exacerbated by the war-blighted period in which 

Tolkien lived, that his surname, his birthplace in the Orange Free State and his interest in 

Teutonic languages and mythologies might lead others to doubt his national allegiance.
18

 

Three further passages from Tolkienõs correspondence, reproduced below in reverse 

chronological order, confirm that he used his family background to justify his claims to a regional 

and therefore a national homeland. The adamance with which Tolkien proclaims himself a 

Suffield is noteworthy because his relationship with both branches of his family in the years 

immediately after his motherõs conversion to Catholicism in 1900 was far from positive. He came 

to believe that at least some of the Suffields had cut their ties with Mabel for her religious beliefs, 

leading to her premature death.
19

 And this bitterness may be cited erroneously as a reason to 

doubt the salience of the family in Tolkienõs self-image and therefore as a defect in the rationale 

for a Shire Way between Birmingham and Evesham.
20

 It is also important to perceive his 

 

 

 
15

 Morton, Andrew H.. Tolkienõs Bag End. Brewin Books. 2009. 3. The book is probably that also mentioned by 

Burns (Roots. 10) as belonging to Jane Neave (née Suffield). 
16

 Burns. Roots. 11. However, none of the three Suffields who built the new Methodist chapel in Evesham in 1808 

was Tolkienõs direct ancestor (see May, George. The History of Evesham. 1834. 135-6). 
17

 Letter 95: From a letter to Christopher Tolkien (18 January 1945). 
18

 Beside his German-sounding name, Tolkien described his birthplace of Bloemfontein as ôanother fallacious factõ, 

ôsince I was shipped home in 1895, and have spent most of 60 years since in Birmingham and Oxford, except for 5 

or 6 years in Leedsõ (Letter 165: To the Houghton Mifflin Co. (June 1955)). 
19

 Tolkienõs letters contain hints of religious tensions between him and members of his family. For example, in Letter 

153, Tolkien remembers ôa Protestant relation who to me objected to the (modern) Catholic habit of calling priests 

Father, because the name father belonged only to the First Personõ. 
20

 Indeed, I have seen no evidence explicitly confirming that Tolkien visited Evesham, though it is probable he did 

so while visiting his brother in Blackminster or his wifeõs closest friend in Hinton on the Green (both of their houses 

https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=O6hfAAAAcAAJ&pg=PA353&lpg=PA353&dq=john+william+joseph+suffield+evesham&source=bl&ots=qrq9K65Twm&sig=ACfU3U3TktvbCTETLrvKliBRRVzZly1BGg&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjozbCbt7LxAhWaOsAKHSssBjcQ6AEwEnoECAYQAw#v=onepage&q&f=false
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distinction between ôthe marchesõ of Wales, meaning approximately the historic counties of 

Cheshire, Shropshire and Herefordshire, where Tolkien said he never walked in his youth, and 

ôthe counties upon the Welsh Marchesõ, primarily Staffordshire and Worcestershire, where 

Tolkien says he is at home: 

 

After 150 years (now 200) my father and his immediate kin were extremely ôBritishõ. 

Neither among them nor others of the name whom I have since met have I found any 

who showed any linguistic interests, or any knowledge of even modern German. My 

interest in languages was derived solely from my mother, a Suffield (a family coming from 

Evesham in Worcestershire). She knew German, and gave me my first lessons in it. She 

was also interested in etymology, and aroused my interest in this; and also in alphabets 

and handwriting.
21

 

  

I am in fact far more of a Suffield (a family deriving from Evesham in Worcestershire), 

and it is to my mother who taught me (until I obtained a scholarship at the ancient 

Grammar School in Birmingham) that I owe my tastes for philology, especially of 

Germanic languages, and for romance. I am indeed in English terms a West-midlander 

at home only in the counties upon the Welsh Marches; and it is, I believe, as much due 

to descent as to opportunity that Anglo-Saxon and Western Middle English and 

alliterative verse have been both a childhood attraction and my main professional sphere.
22

 

 

Though a Tolkien by name, I am a Suffield by tastes, talents, and upbringing, and any 

corner of that county [Worcestershire] (however fair or squalid) is in an indefinable way 

òhomeó to me, as no other part of the world is.
23

 

 

 
Figure 10: A map showing the historic boundaries of the English counties bordering Wales. 

 

 

 

being around two miles from the town). Evesham station was accessible by train from Oxford, as it lies on the 

Oxford-Worcester line. 
21

 Letter 294: To Charlotte and Denis Plimmer (8 February 1967). 
22

 Letter 165: To the Houghton Mifflin Co. (June 1955). 
23

 Letter 44: From a letter to Michael Tolkien (18 March 1941). 
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While Tolkienõs identification with the Suffields in adulthood was categorical, the reason 

he describes them as ôcoming from Eveshamõ does merit some scrutiny, given that Tolkienõs 

great-great-grandfather had moved his family to Birmingham the better part of a century before 

the author was born. It could be, as Morton suggests, because members of the family were never 

at home in the industrial town and felt themselves at heart to be exiles from their Worcestershire 

roots.
24

 However, I suspect that part of the appeal of Evesham to Tolkien was the antiquity of 

that settlement, which originated with the foundation of the Abbey around AD 700. By locating 

his ancestors there, rather than London, Birmingham or Oxford, where his grandparents were 

born, Tolkien conjures a direct connection between himself and the medieval culture which 

became his ômain professional sphereõ. According to his evolutionary ideas, which were 

purposive and already old-fashioned by the early decades of the twentieth century, every 

individualõs nature has been shaped by the experiences, habits and willpower of their 

progenitors.
25

 Even something as circumstantial as a language could become instinctive within a 

line of descent, perhaps weakening through disuse but remaining nonetheless accessible. This 

explains Tolkienõs comment to W.H. Auden that ôlinguistic tastesé are as good or better a test 

of ancestry as blood-groupsõ.
26

 In his own case, membership of a family from a venerable 

Worcestershire town meant he ôtook to early west-midland Middle English as a known tongue 

as soon as [he] set eyes on itõ. 

An even greater source of Eveshamõs appeal to Tolkien was, I believe, its location at the 

heart of agricultural England. The Vale of Evesham, where the River Avon winds through the 

fertile and sheltered lowland between the Cotswolds, the Lenches and Bredon Hill, is famous 

for its fruit and vegetables, the cultivation of which once employed the vast majority of the local 

population. C.S. Lewis implied that this vanished tradition of subsistence farming was his friendõs 

ideal: 

 

Tolkien once remarked to me that the feeling about home must have been quite different 

in the days when a family had fed on the produce of the same few miles of country for six 

generations, and that perhaps this was why they saw nymphs in the fountains and dryads 

 

 

 
24

 Morton. 4. Burns (6) does warn against exaggerating Tolkienõs ancestral connection with Evesham, given that none 

of his grandparents were born there (two were born in Birmingham, one in London and one in Oxford). However, 

emphasis on the importance of Evesham comes from Tolkien himself. 
25

 The fact that Tolkienõs second son suffered from the same recurrent dream which had plagued him since earliest 

childhood, of a ôGreat Wave, towering up, and coming in ineluctably over the trees and green fieldsõ, led the author 

to conclude that the vision was ôpossibly inheritedõ (Letter 163: To W.H. Auden (7 June 1955)). Evidence of 

Tolkienõs purposive evolutionary ideas can be found in a letter where he remembers ôactually [seeing] an 

evolutionary change take place [in a daisy] ð which might in favourable circumstances become permanentõ: ôIn a 

former garden I had a border planted with garden daisies (mostly red); but they seeded into the lawn, where in the 

struggle for life they reverted to ordinary daisies and conducted their battle with the grass like their ancestors. Some 

seeds, however, managed to reach a place where an enormously rich soil had developed (rotting grass and deep 

black bonfire ash). One hardy adventurer tried to do something about it ð but could only do it in daisy fashion: it 

grew four times the size with a flower the size of a half-crown. I said òmagnificent; but a little coarse? No real 

improvement on bellis perennis.ó It or Something may have heard. Next morning it had put out from its flower, on 

delicate stalks rising in a ring out of the rim of the disc, six pink-tipped little elvish daisies like an airy crown.õ (Letter 

312: From a letter to Amy Ronald (16 November 1969).) 
26
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in the woods ð they were not mistaken for there was in a sense a real (not metaphorical) 

connection between them and the countryside. What had been earth and air and later 

corn, and later still bread, really was in them.
27

 

 

Thus, in associating his simplified ancestry with a particularly agrarian corner of rural 

Worcestershire, the ôhomelessõ child of Carpenterõs description was planting his roots deep in 

Englandõs soil. If Victorian Birmingham was in his heart, Anglo-Saxon Evesham was in his blood. 

In the following essay, I cannot claim to have brought much to light that was previously 

unknown. It is not a descriptive biography in the mould of Humphrey Carpenterõs excellent 1977 

tome. From the outset, my focus has been upon place and my aim to gather in one document 

what is known of Tolkienõs life and familial connections in the West Midlands. In this endeavour 

I discovered that I was treading in footsteps of the Tolkien scholar, Maggie Burns, who was 

writing a monograph on the same topic at the time of her sudden death in 2012. My enquiries 

via the Archives & Collections department of Birmingham Library resulted in Maggieõs family 

very generously sharing with me the unpublished manuscript of J.R.R. Tolkien: Roots and 

Reality. Although in need of some revision, Roots and Reality is a more ambitious and expansive 

work than anything I could have written based solely on my research into the Suffield family. 

And, as the footnotes demonstrate, my ôBiographical Ingredientõ is somewhere between an 

abridgment and a commentary on the work of Maggie Burns. 
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J.R.R. Tolkienõs Family in the West Midlands 
 

The Evesham Suffields from the 1660s to the 1860s 

 

As it is relevant to this enquiry obliquely, and anyway difficult to discern with much certainty, I 

shall only sketch the distant past of the Suffield family in Evesham. One of the earliest records 

of a Suffield living in the vicinity of Evesham relates to the baptism of a William Suffield, son of 

John, on 4
th

 March 1667.
28

 It is likely that the father was the same John whose monument can be 

found in the narthex of All Saintsõ Church, Evesham [Map 2:39], telling of his death in 1712, 

aged sixty-eight.
29

 

 

 
Figure 11: The memorial of a John Suffield (c. 1644-1712) in the Church of All Saints in Evesham. 
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 England Births & Baptisms, 1538-1975. 'Baptism of William Suffield, 4th March 1667'. Findmypast.com. 2023. 
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 ôParish of All Saintsõ with St Lawrence, Evesham: Inscriptions on the Gravestones, Monuments, Floors and 

Windowsõ. 2002. 54. Inscription 61. 
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The inscription records the premature deaths of a daughter, Mary, and two grandchildren, as 

well as the passing of his wife, Jane, in 1727, aged sixty-five. It does not mention that Jane (née 

Smith) was Johnõs second wife and that his first wife possessed the same name as J.R.R. Tolkienõs 

mother, Mabel.
30

 John had raised a number of children with Mabel and at least two more with 

Jane, including the Thomas Suffield (1688-1768) also mentioned on his monument. It seems 

probable that from one of these children was descended the shoemaker Samuel Suffield, who, 

in 1766, married Elizabeth Wilson of Bengeworth, a parish opposite Evesham on the south bank 

of the River Avon.
31

 

Samuel and Elizabeth appear to have settled in Bengeworth, raising to adulthood four 

sons: Samuel Wilson Suffield (c. 1771-1816), John (c. 1773-1833), William (c. 1777-1847) and 

Joseph (c. 1779-1863).
32

 John it was who worked in London as an engraver, printer and stationer, 

first in Fleet Street and then the Strand, becoming ôSeal Engraverõ to the Duke of Clarence (later 

William IV). In 1830, he was embroiled in a scandal surrounding the election of the two Tory 

Members of Parliament for the constituency of Evesham, wherein he was suspected of being one 

of the agents who secured the seat for Sir Charles Cockerell and Lord Kennedy by means of 

bribery and threats. We learn from the Minutes of Evidence Taken before the Select Committee 

on Evesham Election Petition (December 1830) that, besides his house in the Strand, John 

Suffield owned a house in Hampton, the parish to the west of Bengeworth.
33

 This is confirmed 

by death notices announcing that his wife and he both died in Hampton in 1831 and 1833, 

respectively, at which point the house in question passed to their son.
34

 

John Powell Suffield (c. 1809-1874) lived in the area for the remaining thirty-three years 

of his life, first in Little Hampton, beside the Navigation Inn (later The Crown), and then close 

to St Andrewõs Church in Great Hampton.
35

 Thus, within the lifetime of Tolkienõs mother, at 

least one Suffield resided on the south bank of the Avon, no more than 750 metres from the 

Hampton ferry crossing (which bears a resemblance to Bucklebury Ferry in The Lord of the 

Rings, as I have shown in my ôArgumentõ). However, John and the other Suffields living along 

the bend in the river were not Tolkienõs direct ancestors, who by this time had not lived in the 

Evesham area for half a century.
36
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 John (or ôJoannesõ) married Jane Smith in Fladbury, Worcestershire, on 13
th

 November 1684 (England Marriages, 

1538-1975). 
31

 England & Wales Hardwick Marriage Index, 1754-1837. 'Evesham All Saintsõ Church'. 20 July 1766. 
32

 See the annotation in the aforementioned volume of Sterne. It is also recorded in the Registers of the Board of 

Stamps that a ôcordwainerõ (shoemaker) by the name of Samuel Suffield took on apprentices in Bengeworth in 1778 

and 1784 (Britain, Country Apprentices, 1710-1808. Findmypast.com. 2023). 
33

 The House of Commons. Reports from Committees. 'Minutes of Evidence Taken before the Select Committee 

on Evesham Election Petition, Vol. 3'. 14 December 1830. 138. 
34

 The Star (London). 16 April 1831. 4 &The Worcester Journal. 29 August 1833. 3. 
35

 Although I am yet to identify the exact house in which John Powell Suffield lived between the 1850s and 1874, 

based on census records I estimate that it was located within two hundred metres of St Andrewõs Church in Great 

Hampton. 
36

 Among ôthe other Suffieldsõ to whom I refer is Samuel and Elizabethõs fourth son, Joseph, who retired from his 

post as a customs officer in the West Indies to Avon Terrace on Waterside, Bengeworth. This is recorded as his 

address in the censuses of 1851 and 1861 (findmypast.com. 2023). 

https://www.findmypast.co.uk/transcript?id=R_855648005
http://www.tinstaafl.co.uk/eandwhmi/worcestershire/church%20pages/evesham_all_saints.htm#1755
https://www.findmypast.co.uk/transcript?id=GBOR%2FAPPRENTICES%2F394070%2F2
https://www.findmypast.co.uk/transcript?id=GBOR%2FAPPRENTICES%2F417924%2F2
https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=KDJbAAAAQAAJ&pg=PA138&lpg=PA138&dq=john+suffield+engraver+evesham&source=bl&ots=swl2AtXEaA&sig=ACfU3U0uqIzqEnvL1JTyTuSMnaKhQFEBHg&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwj8x-30xLHxAhWHilwKHdyiA_QQ6AEwEnoECAcQAw#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=KDJbAAAAQAAJ&pg=PA138&lpg=PA138&dq=john+suffield+engraver+evesham&source=bl&ots=swl2AtXEaA&sig=ACfU3U0uqIzqEnvL1JTyTuSMnaKhQFEBHg&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwj8x-30xLHxAhWHilwKHdyiA_QQ6AEwEnoECAcQAw#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://www.findmypast.co.uk/transcript?id=GBC%2F1851%2F0011662288
https://www.findmypast.co.uk/transcript?id=GBC/1861/0011333781


 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 12: A family tree showing Tolkien's maternal great-great-great-grandparents and their known children and grandchildren.



William Suffield (c. 1777-1847) and the move to Birmingham in 1810 

 

J.R.R. Tolkienõs great-great-grandfather was the third of Samuel and Elizabethõs four adult sons, 

William. While most of their children were baptised in Bengeworth, William was born around 

the year 1777 in Leicester. In the 1790s he was apprenticed to a Baptist printer and bookseller 

of Coventry, Mary Luckman, who had taken over the business following the death of her 

husband, Thomas, a former lord mayor of the city.
37

 By 1797 William had entered into a 

partnership with Mary, creating the firm of Luckman & Suffield, and together they would publish 

a number of books with religious themes.
38

 In that year, he also married the youngest of Maryõs 

daughters, Lucy. Their first child, Samuel Wilson Suffield (named after his uncle but the first of 

a line of Birmingham Suffields so known), was born in 1798. However, in around the year 1800 

or 1801, William ended the partnership with Mary and returned with Lucy to Bengeworth, where 

he was more than once obliged to bail out his fatherõs shoemaking business. William and Lucyõs 

fourth child and Tolkienõs great-grandfather, John, was born in Bengeworth in 1802. The family 

remained in Williamõs hometown until around 1805, before moving to Brackley, 

Northamptonshire, and then in 1810 to Birmingham. 

According to Burns, one factor prompting William and Lucy to relocate to Birmingham 

may have been the possibility of greater freedom of worship. The new-grown centre of industry 

was attractive to nonconformists because the Church of England held less sway there than in the 

older county-towns, and the Suffields would take full advantage of the increased latitude, 

attending at various points Congregationalist, Baptist, Methodist, Unitarian, Anglican and 

Catholic places of worship and institutions.
39

 Of course, there were also many more business 

opportunities for William in Birmingham than in Evesham or Brackley. At first, he partnered 

with several established printers and, operating from Prince Street (on what is now the site of 

New Street Station [Map 3:A]), published such tracts as Reverend J. Fleetwoodõs The Life of 

Our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ. But, by 1813, William was operating independently from 

Bull Street. At this point he suffered a double blow. 

In September 1816, at the age of just forty, Lucy died ôafter a long illness, which she bore 

with unparalleled resignationõ.
40

 Then, in November 1819, he is reported in The London Gazette 

as having gone bankrupt.
41

 Fortunately, he was able to resume business by 1823, operating until 

1831 from a shop in the half-timbered Old Lamb House, Bull Street [Map 3:29], where some 

of his customers were the most eminent inhabitants of Birmingham, such as the manufacturers 

Matthew Boulton (jr.) and John Cadbury.
42

 It was during these years that he helped to create the 

sadly short-lived Mechanicsõ Institute, which aspired to educate the cityõs craftsmen and artisans.
43
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 The London Gazette. 23 November 1819. 4. 
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 According to Tolkienõs grandfather, John Suffield (jr.), Old Lamb House was built in 1555 and was perhaps 

originally an inn (Burns. Roots. 57). 
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 Burns, Roots. 19. 



32 

 

 
Figure 13: Old Lamb House on the corner of Bull Street and Crooked Lane (1865). 

 

By 1826, Williamõs son John (Tolkienõs great-grandfather) was also operating his drapery 

business from a shop in Old Lamb House; and, in around 1830, Samuel Wilson Suffield (I) 

took charge of another premises on the corner of Ann Street and Congreve Street [Map 3:B], 

running it as a chemistõs and grocerõs shop.
44

 William Suffield spent his last years living with his 

daughters in Leicester, where he died in 1848, aged seventy-one. He and his wife, Lucy, are 

buried in the nonconformist Key Hill Cemetery [Map 1:32], north-west of Birmingham. 

  

 

 

 
44

 These streets were demolished in the 1870s. 
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Tolkienõs maternal great-grandfather, John Suffield (1802-1891) 

 

By the middle of the nineteenth century, members of the Suffield family were playing a significant 

role in the commercial and intellectual life of their new hometown. William Suffield was survived 

by nine children: Samuel (c. 1798-1875), Mary (c. 1799-1877), William (b. 1801), John (1802-

1891), Lucy (c. 1804-1879), Elizabeth (b. 1806), Joseph (1808-1861), Frances (b. 1810) and 

Harriet (b. 1810).
45

 In the context of this investigation, the most significant branch of the Suffields 

originated with William and Lucyõs fourth child, John, the great-grandfather of J.R.R. Tolkien. 

However, further information concerning Tolkienõs more distant maternal relatives in 

Birmingham can be found in Appendix A. 

Having been born in Bengeworth, John Suffield moved with his parents and siblings to 

Birmingham at around the age of eight, and yet he seems to have maintained some links to his 

birthplace, for in 1863 he would prove the will of his uncle Joseph Suffield in Evesham. As we 

have seen, John became a dealer of drapery, lace, hosiery, gloves and carpets, founding what was 

to become the family firm in the mid-1820s. In 1830, he married Jane Oliver (1805-1859), who 

was originally from County Durham. Their first child, Jane, was born in 1831, and over the next 

seventeen years they would have a further eight children at least, including J.R.R. Tolkienõs 

grandfather, John (jr.), in 1833. The latter would recall the family moving from quarters above 

their shop in Old Lamb House to their ôfirst villa or country house in Monument Lane [later 

Monument Road], semi-detached and with a splendid gardenõ.
46

 After a spell near the 

nonconformist theological college on Spring Hill, to the north-west of the city-centre, by 1851 

the family were living on Harborne Road, Edgbaston [Map 4:A], where their neighbours 

included George Dawson, the renowned Unitarian preacher.
47

 John senior cannot have been 

dogmatically nonconformist, for he got married and baptised his children in the Anglican St 

Philipõs Church (later Birmingham Cathedral), but he was nevertheless motivated to help those 

worse off than himself: an 1847 parish record lists him as one of those ôguardiansõ who supervised 

the giving of poor relief.
48

 

 

 

 
45

 Nor were William and his children the only Evesham Suffields to have migrated to Birmingham around this time. 

A Joseph Suffield (b. 1828) had set up as a cooper and was living with his wife, Elizabeth, on Swallow Street in 1851. 

How he may have been related to William is unclear: the census ten years earlier has the thirteen-year-old Joseph 

living away from his parents at the Lyganbury Inn, Broadway. He and Elizabeth went on to have eight children, who 

would predominantly find employment in metalworking. 
46

 John Suffield (jr.), as quoted in Burns. Roots. 27. 
47

 The Suffields lived at what is now 93 Harborne Road (then no. 29; see the 1851 Census). Not only did George 

Dawson live nearby, at a house on the site of what is now the concrete Chamber of Commerce building, but the civil 

engineers Edwin Gwyther and George Branson lived at nos. 87 and 89, respectively. 
48

 Burns. Roots. 27. She notes that a prohibition on baptisms in nonconformist churches had been lifted in 1837 

and yet Mark Oliver Suffield (b. 1838) and at least two of his younger siblings were christened at St Philipõs Church 

(30). 
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Figure 14: A family tree showing Tolkien's maternal great-grandparents and their children. 

 



Johnõs spouse, Jane, died in 1859, and the following year he took Eliza Latham (1815-

1904), the daughter of a local pin manufacturer, as his second wife. Meanwhile, Johnõs drapery 

business had prospered and expanded in 1853 to occupy another of the three shops comprising 

Old Lamb House (107 & now 108 Bull Street), as well as a warehouse on Crooked Lane. Like 

other successful Birmingham entrepreneurs of the period, John would seek to relocate his family 

from the overcrowded city and instead commute from a larger house in a more rural setting. 

Burns writes that John signed the lease on a property called ôFirfieldõ in Showell Green, just east 

of the village of Moseley, in 1857, but the 1861 Census shows the newly-wed couple and four of 

Johnõs sons living in a house on the Bristol Road in Edgbaston [Map 5:B], near the site of the 

(then) recently created Calthorpe Park.
49

 The family certainly occupied Firfield, on Stoney Lane 

(now Yardley Wood Road) [Map 6:38], onwards from 1867, when John signed an agreement 

allowing him to erect a vinery in the grounds.
50

 Subsequent censuses record Eliza and him living 

at the house with two of his sons in 1871 and with a granddaughter in 1881.
51

 

 

 
Figure 15: The Suffields at Firfield (1880), with Tolkien's mother second-from-left in the front row. 

 

Firfield is described by Burns as ôthe kind of upper-middle-class home on which Bag End 

is basedõ.
52

 It was the focal venue for family gatherings during these decades. The Suffieldsõ 

Christmas festivities would entail a family play at the õRoyal Firfield Theatreõ, complete with 
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 Burns. Roots. 61; and the somewhat contradictory 1861 Census. 
50

 The Post Office directories for 1867 and 1872 list Firfield as the familyõs address. 
51

 Firfield in the 1871 Census and the 1881 Census (findmypast.com. 2023). The house is no longer extant but was 

opposite the junction with Woodstock Road, north of the lane now known as Fernside Gardens. 
52

 Burns. Roots. 62. 
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printed programmes (two of which survive from 1872 and 1883).
53

 Tolkienõs grandfather, John 

(jr.), and his brothers, Mark and Hamilton, were prominent performers and singers on such 

occasions. In an 1880 photo of the ôSuffield clanõ, probably taken in the back garden at Firfield, 

J.R.R. Tolkienõs mother, Mabel, then aged ten or eleven, sits on the ground in the front row. 

John (sr.) is in a chair at the very centre. He would remain living at Firfield until his death, aged 

89, in 1891. Afterwards, his widow, Eliza, ran a boarding house on Edgbaston Road in Moseley 

[Map 6:H], where she died in 1904.
54

 

A number of Johnõs children left Birmingham during the 1880s to raise families 

elsewhere, including William (in Sunderland), Robert (Colorado) and Mary Jane (London). 

Three settled locally, forming further clusters of the family across the city. In 1855, Johnõs eldest 

surviving daughter, Sarah Swindall Suffield (1833-1904), married George Marris (1829-1906), a 

manufacturer of brass and copper fern pots, bedsteads and bedding, with a showroom on Bull 

Street. 

 

 
Figure 16: An 1856 advert for George Marris's bedsteads. 

 

 

 
53

 Burns. Roots. 63. 
54

 Her boarding house, 5 Edgbaston Road in the 1891 Census, had become no. 11 by the time of the 1901 Census 

(findmypast.com. 2023). 

https://search.findmypast.co.uk/record?id=GBC%2F1891%2F2351%2F0120&parentid=GBC%2F1891%2F0016082862
https://search.findmypast.co.uk/record?id=GBC%2F1901%2F2807-2808%2F0276&parentid=GBC%2F1901%2F0018004517


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 17: A family tree showing Tolkien's great-aunt Sarah Swindall Marris and her thirteen children, known here as the 'Suffield-Marrises'.



Her husbandõs business expanded and moved upmarket during the 1870s as the partnership of 

Marris & Norton Furniture, which produced not only metal furnishings but bespoke cabinets 

and sideboards.
55

 George consequently grew in local influence, becoming a town councillor and 

magistrate who was on friendly terms with Joseph Chamberlain. Sarah thus exceeded most of 

her family in wealth and social rank. From comfortable residences in Acocks Green and Wake 

Green during the 1860s and õ70s, the couple moved their prodigious family to grander addresses 

in Edgbaston and (by 1901) Ascot Road, Moseley [Map 6:J].
56

 

Of Sarah and Georgeõs thirteen children, a daughter, Mary Hamilton Marris (1865-1914), 

worked as a teacher while living in Moseley and Kingõs Heath, where her younger brother 

William Arthur Marris (1868-1939) also had a house and medical practice.
57

 Nora Murrell Marris 

(1861-1940), though handicapped by partial deafness, was an author who wrote and lectured on 

the life of Joseph Chamberlain. In the early 1900s she lived in Chelsea but returned before the 

Second World War to a house on Anderton Park Road, Moseley, where she was knocked down 

and killed by a motor vehicle during a blackout in 1940.
58

 The eldest son of Sarah and George 

was ôYoungõ George Suffield Marris (1857-1936), who took over his fatherõs foundry in around 

1880 and dissolved the furniture-making partnership five years later; his interest lay in the 

manufacture of stoves and kettles under the brand name of ôSirramõ (his surname spelt 

backwards).
59

 He married Mary Twining George in 1888 and lived during the first decades of the 

new century very nearby J.R.R. Tolkien in north Edgbaston, first at 96 Hagley Road [Map 4:D], 

opposite the Oratory, and then at 22 Vernon Road [Map 4:E].
60

 Neither ôYoung Georgeõ nor the 

two of his sons who were approximately Tolkienõs age, George Christopher Marris (1889-1944) 

and Eric Denyer Marris (1891-1976), feature in any account of the authorõs early life, suggesting 

that Tolkien did not have a close relationship with these descendants of his motherõs aunt.
61

 

However, it is tempting to wonder whether there are echoes of the ôSuffield-Marrisesõ in the 

haughty and materialistic Hobbit dynasty, the Sackville-Bagginses. 

 Apart from the assonance of their surnamcs, a link between George Suffield Marris and 

the character of Otho Sackville-Baggins can perhaps be inferred in Tolkienõs letter to A.C. Nunn 

explaining the patrimonial traditions of Hobbits. He writes that, while descent of the family 

headship was strictly through the male line in the Tooks,  

 

In other great families the headship might pass through a daughter of the deceased to his 

eldest grandson (irrespective of the daughterõs age). This latter custom was usual in 
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 ôMarris & Norton (1875-1889)õ. British and Irish Furniture Makers Online. 14 December 2021. 
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 Sarah and George were recorded at a no longer extant house on Harborne Road in the 1891 Census and at 6 

Ascot Road, ôThe Vronõ, in the 1901 Census. 
57

 Maryõs address in the 1901 Census was ôStockwoodõ on Forest Road, Moseley (probably what is now no. 4); by 

the 1911 Census, she was resident in the nursery and preparatory school which she ran at 2 All Saintsõ Road, Kings 

Heath. According to the 1911 Census, William lived at 35 Valentine Road, which adjoins Ashfield Road, while his 

surgery was at no. 67. 
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 ôFamily of John Marris of Thornton Curtis (1714-98)õ. Marris Family History. 30 September 2015. 
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 ôGeorge Marris & Co (Sirram)õ. Classic Camp Stoves. October 2012ðApril 2013. 
60

 George Suffield Marris and his family in the 1901 and 1911 Censuses (findmypast.com. 2023). 
61

 Eric Denyer Marris would go on to study at Cambridge, becoming Under-Secretary in the Ministry of Education 

(ôSupplementõ. The London Gazette. 2 January 1950) and father to the economist Stephen Nicholson Marris. 
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families of more recent origin, without ancient records or ancestral mansions. In such 

cases the heir (if he accepted the courtesy title) took the name of his motherõs family ð 

though he often retained that of his fatherõs family also (placed second). This was the case 

with Otho Sackville-Baggins. For the nominal headship of the Sackvilles had come to him 

through his mother Camellia.62

 

 

Just as Otho was the eldest grandson in the Sackville family, ôYoung Georgeõ was the eldest 

grandson of John Suffield (sr.), likewise receiving the family name via his mother. It may be that 

George felt a sense of primacy among his maternal cousins, including Tolkienõs mother, and 

entitled to exercise some authority over them, as in the matter of Mabel Tolkienõs conversion to 

Catholicism. However, I have seen no evidence for this nor any connection between Georgeõs 

sons and Othoõs even more pernicious offspring, Lotho Sackville-Baggins. 

Sarah Marrisõs younger brother, Mark Oliver Suffield (1838-1915), also remained in 

Birmingham, going into the family business of selling hosiery and lace. In 1862, he married Mary 

Martha Maddy from Winchcombe and by 1871 they had four children and were settled in Balsall 

Heath, where they stayed for over forty years.
63

 Several of Mark and Maryõs children continued 

living in the house until middle age, perhaps indicating that they were an especially close family 

(Mark certainly worked and socialised closely with his brother John, Tolkienõs grandfather). The 

eldest son, also named Mark Oliver Suffield (1865-1936), attended King Edwardõs School, New 

Street, married and became a successful portrait photographer. By 1911, he and his wife had 

moved, but only as far as Station Road, Kingõs Heath [Map 6:N], where they accommodated 

Tolkienõs first cousin and exact contemporary, Rupert Oliver Suffield (1892-1951).
64

 The 

younger Mark Oliverõs sister did wander further afield to become a school mistress in Barmouth 

between the 1900s and 1940s, however the likeness between the estuary of the Afon Mawddach 

(on which Barmouth sits) and the Gulf of Lune in Tolkienõs Middle-earth (where the Grey 

Havens lie) might indicate that family ties endured.
65
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 Letter 214. 
63

 Mark and his wife lived in at least two different houses in approximately the same location, the corner of Moseley 

Road and Brighton Road. 
64

 Burns. Roots. 58. The address was 95 Station Road, according to the 1911 Census. 
65

 Tolkien almost certainly travelled to the Llļn Peninsula in 1920 on the Cambrian Coast Railway, which passes 

through Barmouth on its way from Shrewsbury, thus affording him the opportunity to visit his motherõs cousin 

should he have wished to do so. 

https://search.findmypast.co.uk/record?id=GBC%2F1911%2FRG14%2F17848%2F0433&parentid=GBC%2F1911%2FRG14%2F17848%2F0433%2F1
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Tolkienõs maternal grandfather, John Suffield (1833-1930) 

 

The eldest son of Jane and John Suffield (sr.), Tolkienõs grandfather, was born in Old Lamb 

House in 1833 and educated at first in Leicester. At the age of six, while at home during the 

summer holidays, John (jr.) witnessed at close quarters the Chartist riots which took place in 

Birmingham on 4
th

 July 1839. Although he was caught up in the violent government response, he 

later professed little sympathy for the mob, particularly its agitators.
66

 Johnõs recollection of the 

clash between the special constables (ôarmed with stout stavesõ) and the protestors (ôevery man 

armed with stick or knifeõ) was set down by local newspapers in 1908 and 1928, and elements 

seem to have found their way into Tolkienõs fictional ôBattle of Bywaterõ. Just as the Chartists 

marched between the shopfronts of the High Street, towards Holloway Head, and found 

themselves confronted at Carrs Lane [Map 3:E] by a police cordon, so the ruffians are caught 

between the high banks of the Bywater Road by hobbits likewise armed with ôstout stavesõ (RK, 

1008). Neither the ruffians in The Lord of the Rings nor the Chartists were willing to lay down 

their knives and clubs, with sanguinary consequences. Tolkienõs grandfather recalled that: 

 

The processionists were met by the ôspecialsõ and ordered to break up and return. This 

they declined to do. Then the constables charged and drove the whole crowd that filled 

the street before them, paying special attention, however, to the Chartists among the 

mob... The uproar was tremendous, and whether I was on or off my feet I know not; but 

I found myself carried by this flood of fugitives a good way down New Meeting-street. 

There the tide seemed to stop and turn, and I crouched down in the doorway of a 

bakehouse which my people were wont to use a good deal... Next there came up a bevy 

of pursuers calling upon those with whom I had just mingled to surrender. To these loud 

cries of ôSurrender!õ the mob shouted ôNo, no,õ in angry and indignant tones. The reply 

was a forest of staves and cudgels hurtling in the air, and in a moment scores of faces were 

smothered in blood.
67

 

 

John was subsequently educated in Kidderminster, where he encountered another riot 

around the time of the 1842 general election.
68

 By the age of 13, after attending two schools in 

Birmingham, he was registered at the Methodist college in Taunton and was excelling in French, 

Latin, history and drawing.
69

 Following the end of his schooling, he worked for a short time in 

London, but returned before 1851 to his parentsõ home in Edgbaston to earn his living as a 

ôribbon and lace warehousemanõ in the family business.
70
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 Burns. Roots. 28. Johnõs schooling in Kidderminster perhaps explains why his father was staying with the Oliver 

family in the town at the time of the 1841 Census. 
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 Burns, Maggie. ôòAn unlettered peasant boyó of òsordid characteró ð Shakespeare, Suffield and Tolkienõ. Mallorn: 

The Journal of the Tolkien Society. No. 49, Spring 2010. 17. 
70

 As per the 1851 Census record cited earlier. 
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Figure 18: A family tree showing Tolkien's maternal grandparents and their children. 

 



In 1858, John married Emily Jane Sparrow (1838-1914), the daughter of another draper. 

Although the wedding took place in Banbury, the hometown of the mother of the brideõs family, 

the Stockleys, Emily had been born and schooled in Oxford.
71

 The coupleõs eldest child, a third 

successive John Suffield, was born in 1859, around which time they were living two miles south-

east of Birmingham, near the bridge across the River Cole in Greet.
72

 Another son, George, was 

born and died in 1861. More children were to come, including Roland (1864-1952), Edith May 

(1865-1936), Tolkienõs mother, Mabel (1870-1904), Emily Jane (1872-1963) and William (1874-

1904), but the lives of John and Emily were to be blighted by the early deaths of their offspring, 

including their youngest daughter, Rose (1879-1886). The 1860s and õ70s were nevertheless good 

years for the family, during which they occupied the house in Showell Green beside Firfield, 

called Mayfield.
73

 

 

 
Figure 19: A photograph of John Suffield (jr.), c. 1880. 

 

The Suffield drapery firm, of which John became the director, did not suffer much from 

the economic depression of the 1870s and õ80s. By 1875, ôJohn Suffield and Sonsõ occupied the 

entirety of Old Lamb House, plus the shop next-door (i.e. 106-109 Bull Street), and various 

members of the family were gaining considerable cachet in Birmingham society, particularly with 

 

 

 
71

 After Emily joined John in Birmingham, some of her family moved with her, living near what is now Camp Hill 

Circus in the Deritend area. The 1871 Census locates three of her siblings in the town, including Caroline Sparrow, 

who was working as a draperõs assistant on the High Street, near Old Lamb House. 
72

 The 1861 Census. 
73

 The 1871 Census. 
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respect to the cultural scene.
74

 In the late-1850s, the brothers John (jr.), Mark and William 

Suffield joined the Central Literary Assocation, which published a magazine and organised talks, 

debates and other social events for its membership.
75

 Tolkienõs grandfather played a particularly 

prominent role in the organisation, serving as Vice President between 1876 and 1884.
76

 He also 

participated in several debates, lectured on Chaucer and Dryden, and wrote essays under the 

pseudonym ôJayesjayõ. In a written exchange with the antiquary Howard Shakespeare Pearson in 

1888, John argued that the plays attributed to William Shakespeare must have been written by 

Francis Bacon, as the former was no more than an ôunlettered peasant boyõ who had ôallowed his 

favourite daughter Judith to grow up unable to read or writeõ.
77

 John and Mark also joined the 

Birmingham Dramatic Society (est. 1865): select afficionados of the Elizabethan and Jacobean 

theatre, such as the scholars J.A. Langford and Samuel Timmins, as well as George Dawson. 

John served as the Societyõs president between 1871 and 1873, Mark from 1873 to 1875.
78

 The 

brothers were clearly mixing in quite a rarefied social stratum. However, more difficult times lay 

ahead. 

In 1875, Birmingham mayor Joseph Chamberlain initiated an Improvement Scheme 

which would demolish the slum housing of the town-centre and replace it principally with a wide, 

Parisian-type boulevard, named Corporation Street. The warehouse of John Suffield and Sons 

on Crooked Lane fell within the area designated for clearance; so, too, the sixteenth-century Old 

Lamb House, which was pulled down in 1886.
79

 The Suffields had leased part of the latter 

building since 1826, but they were not the owners and so received no compensation for the loss 

of their premises.
80

 The shop was probably already closed in 1884, with a deleterious effect on 

the familyõs financial and social standing, when both John and Mark submitted regretful letters 

of resignation to the Dramatic Society.
81

 The letters were declined and the Suffield drapery 

business reopened at 39 Corporation Street [Map 3:G] before 1888, but it was not long until the 

family suffered another devastating misfortune. It seems that, in the course of a night in 1889 or 

1890, some sprinklers in the new shop drenched and ruined the stock. By 1891 the business had 

failed and numerous family-members were forced to find new ways of making a living, including 

John at the age of 58.
82
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 At his death in 1915, Mark Oliver Suffield (sr.) was one of the Associationõs longest-serving members, having 

joined fifty-six years earlier (Burns. Roots. 70). The articles which appeared under the pseudonym ôChamp de sudõ 
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77

 Ibid. 76. John Suffield had already made this argument at a C.L.A. debate in 1877 (73). J.R.R. Tolkien would 
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 The fact that John felt wounded by the loss of Old Lamb House, where he had been born, is suggested by an 

article he wrote about the building in 1887, entitled ôMy Old Homeõ (Burns. Roots. 20). 
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 Ibid. 56. 
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 Ibid. 78. Neither brother gave a talk to the Society after 1889. 
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 While Robert chose to emigrate, Mark Oliver Suffield went into partnership as a metal broker, becoming a 

freemason and a notable figure in the city (Ibid. 58). 
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Figure 20: A drawing (owned by Tolkien's grandfather) of the frontages on the south/west side of Bull Street. The three 

coloured dots are positioned above Old Lamb House (red), the Cadburys' shop at no. 93 (brown) and the corner of 

Monmouth Street/Colmore Row (blue). 

 

 
Figure 21: A map showing Chamberlain's proposed Improvement Scheme, with the new boulevards (Corporation Street and 

Martineau Street) marked in yellow and green. The coloured dots correspond to buildings in the print above. 
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Figure 22: A sketch of the Suffield shop as a going concern and a photograph of Old Lamb House on the point of demolition 

in May 1886. 

 

Before 1881, John had moved his family from Mayfield to ôMalvern Houseõ on Trafalgar 

Road, Moseley [Map 6:36], where they are again recorded as living in 1891.
83

 By that time, John 

described himself as an ôironfounderõ, a line of work which he pursued until 1894 in St Peterõs 

Place, on the north side of Broad Street [Map 4:B].
84

 Around this time, he surrendered his 

membership of the Central Literary Association.
85

 By 1895, John had become a commercial 

traveller for Jeyes Fluid, a position he seemed to be able to tolerate, for he held it until the age 

of eighty-six.
86

 In that year, Mabel returned from South Africa on a visit, bringing her two sons, 

the three-year-old J.R.R. Tolkien and his younger brother, to stay at their grandparentsõ new 

address of 9 Ashfield Road, Kingõs Heath [Map 6:4]. 

John and Emily lived on Ashfield Road until late 1904 or early 1905. 1904 was an annus 

horribilis, with the deaths of both Mabel and their youngest son William, as well as Sarah Marris 

(Johnõs elder sister) and his step-mother, Eliza. By the time their daughter Jane was married, in 

August 1905, Tolkienõs grandparents had moved to ôIvy Cottageõ on Cotton Lane, Moseley [Map 

6:17].
87

 As Tolkien later admitted, this sloping byway and its name, which derived from George 

Cotton (c. 1775-1855), a builder with a house on the corner of Wake Green Road, were one of 

the ôchildhood memories which are a large ingredient in the make-up of the Shireõ.
88

 For partly 
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 In the intervening period, Burns claims that John and his family moved from Trafalgar Road to ôDõArcy Houseõ 

on Russell Road, ôthe most prestigious part of Moseleyõ (62), but I am unable to confirm this using only the censuses 

of 1881 and 1891. The Lucas family, manufacturers of the ôKing of the Roadõ bicycle lamp (c. 1880), underwent a 

similar relocation in the early 1880s, from a house called ôThe Firsõ on Stoney Lane (now 165-167 Yardley Wood 

Road) to Denmark House, Trafalgar Road. Oliver Lucas, whose father ran the family firm, attended King Edwardõs 

School at the same time (1903-1907) as J.R.R. Tolkien (Price, Fred. ôJoseph, Harry and Oliver Lucasõ. The Moseley 

Society. 2017). 
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J.R.R. Tolkien. Frances Lincoln. 2020. 20. The house of George Cotton was on the south-east corner of Cotton 
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this reason, and as a ôprivate jestõ, he gave the maiden name of Cotton to Sam Gamgeeõs wife in 

The Lord of the Rings. More poignantly, the characterõs given name, Rose, belonged to the child 

of his grandparents who had died at the age of seven. 

After Emily passed away in 1914, John did not move house again.
89

 He retired in 1919 

but kept himself busy by writing his autobiography.
90

 That Christmas, as he had done for at least 

the previous three Yuletides, he sent cards to family members which he had designed himself. 

They bore his drawings and humorous rhymes and seem to have inspired Tolkienõs own Letters 

from Father Christmas (1920-43).
91

 

One of Tolkienõs public recollections of his grandfather concerned a visit during the 

authorõs stint at the University of Leeds. Tolkien lay in bed with pneumonia, while the eighty-

nine-year-old Suffield stood over him and scoffed at the feebleness of the younger generation, 

before setting off on a boat tour of the British Isles.
92

 This account of a severe, black-clad figure 

jars with the impression of a Birmingham newspaper reporter, who interviewed John on his 

ninety-fifth birthday in 1928. Writing in The Evening Despatch, R.J. Buckley rhapsodised about 

John Suffieldõs ôinsuppressible vivacity, his merry humour, his geniality and his boyish 

playfulness, [and] his exuberant vitalityõ, as well as ôhis varied gifts as tenor singer, expert reciter, 

inexhaustible and dramatic raconteurõ.
93

 The readership was further informed that John was still 

able to climb ladders and gather his apples, even at such an advanced age.
94

 

Age finally caught up with John Suffield in 1930 and he passed away in September, two 

weeks after his ninety-seventh birthday.
95

 According to Tolkien, the previous spring John had 

mown a large lawn, likely at the manor house in rural Worcestershire owned by his daughter 

Jane, and afterwards ôsat in the wind without a jacketõ.
96

 He must not have fully recovered from 

the resultant chill, though a photograph taken on his birthday shows him standing in the doorway 

of the house, looking fit in spite of his illness. Upon his death, a Moseley newspaper commented: 

ôThe deceased was truly a most remarkable man, and shortly before his death was as alert as 

many men half his age; he possessed his faculties until the very lastõ.
97

 

 

 

 

 

Lane and Wake Green Road (see ôMoseley, 1838õ. Andy_Underscore. 20 January 2018. Also, the 1841 Census). 

Burns cites an 1843 map of the Woodlands Estate, which Tolkien perhaps viewed, for the land to the east of the 

Wake Green Road/Yardley Wood Road intersection is labelled as the property of a Mr (Richard) Underhill (62). 
89

 John Suffield ostensibly lived alone during much of this period, but in 1930 he is recorded as living at Ivy Cottage 

with Marjorie Allen and Sarah Ann Langford (Burns. Roots. 82). The latter was the daughter of the Birmingham 

writer and historian John Alfred Langford (1823-1903). 
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 Burns. Roots. 81. 
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venue (ôJohn Suffield death recordõ. England & Wales Deaths, 1837-2007. Findmypast.com. 2023). Nevertheless, 

he was buried at Witton Cemetery, Birmingham. 
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Figure 23: A photograph of John Suffield (jr.) taken shortly before his death in September 1930. 
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Tolkienõs maternal aunts and uncles 

 

In adherence to a family tradition, the first son of John Suffield (jr.) had inherited his fatherõs 

Christian name. For this reason, Burns sees Tolkienõs grandfather as a possible model for the 

hobbit known as the Old Took, who gains his moniker ônot so much for his age as for his oddity, 

and because of the enormous number of young, younger, and youngest Tooksõ.
98

 The need to 

distinguish between family members of the same name may have led the Suffields to use the 

prefatory handles of ôOldõ and ôYoungõ.
99

 They certainly had a tendency to refer to each other by 

middle names, hence Tolkienõs aunt Edith was known as May and his aunt Emily as Jane or 

Jennie, while the author himself was known to his ônear kinõ as Ronald.
100

 

ôYoung Johnõ (1859-1927) followed his father into the family drapery business, working 

as a commercial traveller, and lived in the family home in Moseley until at least 1883. In this year 

his thirteen-year-old sister Mabel (Tolkienõs mother) painted him sitting slightly apart from a girl 

on a bench, probably in the garden of Malvern House, with the caption ôFaint heart never won 

fair ladyõ.
101

 This subtle sororal advice seems to have been heeded in general, for in 1888 he 

married Kate Ollis from Wiltshire, and by 1891 the couple were living in Kingõs Heath [Map 

6:D].
102

 In around 1895, following the demise of the family business, Young John became the 

innkeeper of the Forest Hotel in Dorridge, Warwickshire [Map 1:B]; however, before 1901 he 

and Kate moved to Worcester. Later, they lived in Bristol, where he died in 1927.
103

 

Johnõs younger brother, Roland (1864-1952), was one of the first Suffields to attend King 

Edwardõs School in Birmingham. Initially a brassfounder by trade, he too moved out of the family 

home during the 1880s and married the American-born May Gertrude Hind in 1893.
104

 Roland 

and his wife settled close to her family, near Manchester, but would return to the Midlands in 

the 1930s to live with their son, Frank, on his farm in Newnham, Warwickshire [Map 1:F].
105

 The 

third son of Old John Suffield and the youngest of his children to survive into adulthood, William 

(1874-1904), worked as a clerk and married Beatrice Mary Bartlett (b. 1867), the daughter of a 

Dorset innkeeper in 1898. They lived at first on Stockfield Road, Acocks Green [Map 1:40] and 

Tolkien remembered his mother taking him and his brother on the two-mile cross-country walk 

from Sarehole in order to visit them.
106

 When Mabel and her boys reluctantly vacated 5 Gracewell 

Cottages in the autumn of 1900, it was ôUncle Willieõ and his wife who moved in. William 

succumbed to peritonitis shortly before Mabelõs death, and by January 1905 Tolkien and his 
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brother were living with the widowed Beatrice in Stirling Road, Edgbaston; an unhappy 

experience of more than three yearsõ duration.
107

 

It was the three daughters of Old John, Tolkienõs aunts and his mother, who had the 

more sustained connection with the West Midlands. The eldest of the three became Edith May 

Incledon (1865-1936) when she married Walter Bury Incledon in St Anneõs Church, Moseley 

[Map 6:C] in 1890. Walter, originally from Sheffield, was the commercial manager of a factory 

producing wrought-iron tubes and was subsequently a hardware merchant. It was his success in 

these enterprises that allowed May and their children, Marjorie May (1891-1973) and Frieda 

Mary (1895-1940), to live in greater comfort than most other Suffields, first near Walterõs mother 

and brothers on Gough Road, Edgbaston [Map 5:D], and then (by 1901) at a new house called 

ôWoodvilleõ, on Chantry Road, Moseley [Map 6:35], which had a garden running down to what 

was then a private park.
108

 It could have been at this house that Tolkien learnt his cousinsõ made-

up language ôAnimalicõ, according to which his name was ôOtterõ.
109

 Later, he and Mary invented 

another language called ôNevboshõ.
110

 

 

 
Figure 24: Tolkienõs watercolour of the Incledonsõ ôCottageõ in Barnt Green. 
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 Beatrice continued to take on young male boarders with a family connection, however. In 1911, she was still living 

in the same Edgbaston neighbourhood and accommodating a pair of boarders, including a Leonard Incledon. 
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 The address of the house is now no. 56, on the south side of Chantry Road, quite near the junction with Alcester 

Road. 
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By 1911, the Incledon family had moved to ôThe Cottageõ (now 30 Fiery Hill Road) in Barnt 

Green [Map 8:9], where the young Tolkien visited them on a number of occasions. He evidently 

cherished the time he spent there, for in July 1913 he made three watercolours and a pencil 

drawing of its colourful garden, perhaps supervised by Marjorie, who would go on to become an 

art student.
111

 

The youngest and highest-achieving of the Suffield sisters was Emily Jane (1872-1963), 

whose long life is worth recounting in some detail.
112

 Old John Suffield was firmly committed to 

the education of young women, an aspect of his nonconformist outlook from which Jane in 

particular would benefit. In 1883, a reorganisation of King Edwardõs School led to both a boysõ 

and a girlsõ High School being accommodated side-by-side in the building on New Street.
113

 Jane 

took the entrance examination for the latter in November 1884 and was admitted as a fee-paying 

pupil.
114

 The pioneering head mistress, Miss Creak, aimed to give her girls a grounding in the 

sciences as well as the arts, which clearly suited Jane, for she became the first female pupil to be 

given extra physiology tuition by a professor at Mason College [Map 3:H] (a predecessor college 

of Birmingham University).
115

 

 

 
Figure 25: The neo-Gothic Mason College in 1892, with the Chamberlain Memorial Fountain in the foreground. 
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At the same time, under her fatherõs influence, Jane was learning a great deal about literature, so 

that later in life colleagues at the University of St Andrews deemed that ôher knowledge of English 

was so vast that one felt she should have been a Professor, perhaps of Poetry, a scholar and the 

author of many booksõ.
116

 Not that she was wholly bookish in her schooldays, for Carpenter 

records that, at New Street Station, on her train journeys to and from Moseley, Jane would pass 

letters from Mabel to her elder sisterõs admirer, Arthur Tolkien.
117

 

After Jane left school in 1892, she applied for a teaching post at the King Edwardõs 

grammar school for girls on Bath Row, beginning work there the following year.
118

 During this 

period of employment, she also took (by correspondence) a BSc degree in botany and geology 

from the University of London, which she attained in 1895.
119

 

 

 
Figure 26: Tolkien's aunt, Emily Jane ('Jennie') Neave. 
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In April of that year, Jane met her elder sister (now Mabel Tolkien) and her two sons at 

Southampton docks, upon their arrival by boat from South Africa. The next year (1896) she left 

her parentsõ home in Kingõs Heath to teach science at a girlsõ school in Liverpool but returned 

to the school on Bath Row in 1899.
120

 A year later she coached J.R.R. Tolkien in geometry for 

his King Edwardõs School admissions exam. 

Like her sisters, Jane was a devoted Christian, though (unlike them) her gradual journey 

away from nonconformism did not at first go beyond high Anglicanism.
121

 And so, when the 

leader of the Church Party in Birmingham, Bishop E.A. Knox, was looking for a ôlady School 

Board candidateõ to vote in favour of instituting a daily non-sectarian religious service in schools 

across the city, Janeõs name was put forward by her old head mistress, Miss Creak, and her 

candidature confirmed in October 1900. She explained her reasons for standing in a letter to the 

electors, signed ôJennie Suffieldõ: 

 

I have gladly accepted the invitation to take part in this important work for my native city, 

because it enables me to work for what I believe to be the true education of its children. 

I cannot believe that any training is worthy of that name which neglects character, and 

trains intellect only.
122

 

 

Jane was elected to the School Board three times between 1900 and 1903, and religious 

instruction was duly introduced into Birmingham schools.
123

 

Following her return from Liverpool, Jane had continued to reside at 9 Ashfield Road 

with her parents, but by 1901 they were not the only ones to be living there. John and Emily had 

taken in a boarder, an insurance inspector called Edwin Neave, to whom Jane became engaged. 

Her father was appalled, thinking Edwin to be somewhat common, and the pair were parted for 

a time. Tolkien, however, appears to have been quite fond of his banjo-playing prospective uncle. 

When Mabel was hospitalised in 1904, the twelve-year-old Ronald went to stay with Edwin in 

Brighton, making a series of sketches of their life ôwithout a Mother (or Wife)õ.
124

 Jane and Edwin 

were married in Manchester the following summer, both aged 33, but their union was sadly 

childless and short-lived, with Edwin dying in 1909.
125

 

Jane Neave would have been obliged to give up her teaching post when she got married 

in 1905, but she now resumed her academic career at St Andrews University, where she was 

appointed as the warden of a female hall of residence (University Hall) in 1909.
126

 In that capacity 

she met the daughters of Ellen Brookes-Smith, who became a close friend. Jane resigned her 

wardenship at St Andrews in 1911, and after the respite of an Alpine walking tour with her 
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Tolkien nephews that summer, she and Ellen bought Phoenix Farm in Edwin Neaveõs home 

village of Gedling, Nottinghamshire.
127

 The two women ran the farm in partnership until 1922. 

After a brief spell in Devon, Jane settled again in the West Midlands in 1923, purchasing the 

Elizabethan ôManor Farmõ in Dormston, Worcestershire, to which she restored the erstwhile 

name of ôBag Endõ [Map 1:10].
128

 

 

 
Figure 27: ôBag Endõ, Dormston. 

 

In Dormston, Jane was never short of visitors. Tolkien stayed at her farm on at least two 

occasions, in 1923 and again later in the decade with one or more of his children.
129

 In a letter of 

1968, he wrote: ôIn the case of Bag-End, I did not invent it, it was, in fact, the local name for a 

house an aunt lived in in Worcestershire: an old tumbledown manor house at the end of an 

untidy lane that led nowhere else.õ
130

 But whether the correspondence in Tolkienõs mind between 

the real house and the abode of Bilbo and Frodo Baggins went beyond their shared name is 

uncertain. Andrew Morton points out that both dwellings feature wood panelling and that the 

Dutch tiles of the hearth at the real Bag End are reminiscent of the chequered floor of Bilboõs 

home.
131
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A more regular guest at Bag End was Tolkienõs brother, Hilary, whom Jane had helped 

establish on his fruit farm, ten miles away, near Evesham; as was Old John Suffield during the 

last seven years of his life.
132

 And a former pupil from the Bath Row school, Edith Marjorie Attlee 

(1900-1985), was a resident assistant at Bag End until, in 1927, she married Tolkienõs cousin, 

Frank Sydney Suffield (1904-1958).
133

 These must have been tiring but happy years for Jane.
134

 

Unfortunately, the farm proved financially untenable during the Great Depression and she was 

forced to sell the manor house in 1931.
135

 She retained two farmworkersõ cottages on the estate: 

one to give her a rental income and another, Church Cottage, as a bolt hole for herself.
136

 

The peripatetic pattern of Janeõs life continued, though she was now in her sixties. In 

1933, she moved to Pleshey, Essex, to be near the Diocesan Retreat House of the Catholic mystic 

Evelyn Underhill.
137

 After briefly moving to Kent in 1936, she returned to Church Cottage the 

next year, remaining in Dormston for the ensuing decade. Between 1947 and 1951, Jane lived at 

Rottingdean, near Brighton, and then, aged eighty, came to live in a caravan on Hilaryõs 

smallholding.
138

 In her final years, she was looked after by Frank (before his own death in 1958) 

and Marjorie Suffield, first at Newnham in Warwickshire and ultimately in the remote and 

beautiful village of Gilfachrheda, Ceredigion, where she died and was buried in 1963.
139

 

Both J.R.R. and Hilary Tolkien attended Jane Neaveõs funeral. Orphaned in 1904, their 

aunt had since been something of a surrogate mother to the pair, though perhaps more so to the 

less successful younger brother. From childhood, Ronald was independent and assertive, 

especially on the religious questions which divided him from his aunt while she adhered to 

Anglicanism. She may even have been among the family members Tolkien blamed somewhat 

for the fate of his mother. If Burns is correct in supposing that Tolkien modelled the umbrella-

wielding termagant Lobelia Sackville-Baggins on Jane, then his attitude towards his aunt was 

indeed ambivalent.
140

 However, they had much in common, such as an enthusiasm for both art 

and literature, and his letters to Jane in later life, addressed to ôMy dearest auntõ, convey only 

admiration and affection.
141

 These missives record that she motivated Tolkien to publish ôa small 

book with Tom Bombadil at the heart of itõ and that she proof-read his lectures.
142

 And he knew 

that her interest in his ôpersonal detailsõ was in earnest: ôThat is because you are a dear, and take 

 

 

 
132

 Jane apparently blamed herself that the farm did not prosper and that Hilary struggled to make ends meet 

(Morton. 30 & Burns. Roots. 90). 
133

 Frank Sydney Suffield (1904-1958), son of Roland, is not to be confused with Frank Sidney Suffield (b. 1889), 

one of Tolkienõs more distant Birmingham cousins. 
134

 In the 1950s, Jane wrote to Oliver Suffield recalling ôthe happy days we used to have together, making bonfires 

and chasing cowsõ (Burns. Roots. 90), though whether these were memories from Dormston I know not. 
135

 Morton states that her fatherõs death in 1930 may also have been a factor in her decision to sell (Plate VI). 
136

 Burns. Roots. 104 & Morton. 32. 
137

 Morton. 32. 
138

 Burns. Roots. 90 & Morton. 33. 
139

 Burns. Roots. 64 & 91. Morton. 33. 
140

 Burns. Roots. 90. This supposition is based on Letter 177: From a letter to Rayner Unwin (8
 

December 1955), in 

which Tolkien writes, ôOne elderly lady ð in part the model for òLobeliaó indeed, though she does not suspect it ð 

would I think certainly have set about Auden (and others) had they been in range of her umbrella. . . . .õ 
141

 Letter 234: To Jane Neave (22 November 1961). 
142

 Letter 231: From a letter to Jane Neave (4 October 1961) & Letter 241: From a letter to Jane Neave (8-9 September 

1962). 
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an interest in other people, especially as rightly your kinõ.
143

 Tolkienõs true opinion of his Aunt 

Jane was best expressed in a letter to another: 

 

I always like shrewd and sound-hearted maiden aunts. Blessed are those who have them 

or meet them... The professional aunt is a fairly recent development, perhaps; but I was 

fortunate in having an early example: one of the first women to take a science degree.
144

 

  

 

 

 
143

 Letter 241. 
144

 Letter 232: From a letter to Joyce Reeves (4 November 1961). 



56 

 

The early Tolkiens 

 

 
Figure 28: A family tree showing the parentage of Tolkien's paternal grandfather, John Benjamin Tolkien. 

 

It is not necessary, given the scope of this enquiry, to recount at length the early history of J.R.R. 

Tolkienõs paternal family. Although eager to learn more of his ôGermanõ genealogy, the author 

felt it exerted a less powerful influence upon him than his Midland ancestry. In the inaugural 

OõDonnell Memorial Lecture at Oxford in 1955, he stated: 

 

I am not a German, though my surname is German... I have inherited with my surname 

nothing that originally belonged to it in language or culture, and after 200 years the 'blood' 

of Saxony and Poland is probably a negligible physical ingredient.
145 

 

Even the Tolkien name, in his eyes the only legacy of his eighteenth-century Saxon ancestry, he 

felt ill-suited him, for he believed it to be an anglicisation of Tollkiehn, or tollkühn, meaning 

ôfoolhardyõ (which Tolkien claimed he was not, ôwhatever some remote ancestors may have 

beenõ).
146

 However, according to a blog, Tolkniety, which has delved into this topic in great detail, 

the author was mistaken (or perhaps being wilfully inventive), for his surname derives instead 

from a medieval Prussian village more recently known as Tollkeim, where his paternal forebears 

lived.
147

 These ancestors migrated westwards along the southern shores of the Baltic and North 

 

 

 
145

 Tolkien, J.R.R.. ôEnglish and Welshõ. The Monsters and the Critics and Other Essays. (ed. Christopher Tolkien). 

Harper Collins. 2006. 
146

 Letter 165. See also Letter 324: From a letter to Graham Tayar (4-5 June 1971). This tendency to play down the 

significance of his Teutonic surname conformed to a wider pattern in contemporary British society, evident not least 

in the 1917 decision of George V to change the name of the royal house from Saxe-Coburg-Gotha to Windsor. The 

author may also have absorbed some of the hauteur of his Suffield grandfather with regard to his Tolkien ôin-lawsõ, 

who had not moved in same circle of Birmingham society for as long as his own family (Carpenter. J.R.R. Tolkien. 

18 & Burns. Roots. 42). 
147

 ôThe Long-father Tree of J.R.R. Tolkienõ. Tolkniety. 10 September 2022. 

http://tolkniety.blogspot.com/2022/09/the-long-father-tree-of-jrr-tolkien.html
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Seas over a number of generations, until Johann Benjamin Tolkien (1752-1819), a maker of 

clocks and watches, arrived in London in around 1772.
148

 J.R.R. Tolkien knew the century in 

which his great-great-grandfather had crossed the Channel but he was exaggerating when he wrote 

in 1955 that the family had ômigrated to England more than 200 years ago, and became quickly 

intensely English (not British), though remaining musical...õ
149

 

In his new homeland, Johann married consecutively two Englishwomen, both called 

Mary, the second of whom (Mary Wall) bore him a son, George (1784-1840), who was to be 

J.R.R. Tolkienõs great-grandfather.
150

 Among other things, George was a bass singer in the Drury 

Lane opera company and organist at St Pancras Church.
151

 In 1805, George married Eliza Lydia 

Murrell (1787-1863), with whom he had as many as fourteen children, including John Benjamin 

Tolkien (1807-1896), the authorõs grandfather. 
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 According to Burns, there is some record of a ôTolkien and Dancer, watch movement and tool manufacturerõ in 

Clerkenwell in 1808 (Roots. 31). 
149

 Letter 165. See also Letter 30: To Rütten & Loening Verlag (25 July 1938): ôMy great-great-grandfather came to 

England in the eighteenth century from Germany: the main part of my descent is therefore purely English...õ 
150

 ôFour John Benjamins: watchmaker, gentleman, music-seller and freemasonõ. Tolkniety. 25 April 2018. 
151

 ôTolkienõs great-grandfather was a bass singerõ. Tolkniety. 4 November 2022. 

http://tolkniety.blogspot.com/2018/04/four-johns-benjamins-watchmaker.html
http://tolkniety.blogspot.com/2022/11/tolkiens-great-grandfather-was-bass.html
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Tolkienõs paternal grandfather, John Benjamin Tolkien (1807-1896) 

 

By the 1840s, the Tolkien family firm in Clerkenwell had shifted from clock to piano 

manufacture. It was in order to expand this business that John Benjamin relocated from London 

to Birmingham in around 1843, as J.R.R. Tolkien was aware: 

 

The emigrant family seems originally to have resided in London, but my grandfather 

moved to Birmingham. In German manner, music and craftsmanship have been their 

chief works ð though there is a ôsea-strainõ (probably coming in from English marriages). 

My oldest uncle was a sailor. But they turned their hands to clocks and pianos. One still 

sees Tolkien (Henry Tolkien) on old grandfather clocks and Tolkien pianos were once 

renowned, especially J.B. Tolkien pianos made by my grandfather. He was once a wealthy 

man, but not one of business and a rigidly religious Baptist and would not deal with music 

halls or theatres. He was a dear old and poor man in the nineties when I knew him.
152

 

 

As Burns writes, there was logic in John B. Tolkienõs decision to sell pianos in 

Birmingham. Not only could goods and materials be transported by canal and railway from 

London, but the town was gaining a reputation as a centre of musical activity. The Triennial 

Festival was set up between 1768 and 1784, hosting works by eminent composers. Mendelssohn 

was commissioned to write and perform his Second Piano Concerto for the 1837 Festival and 

he performed again in 1840 and 1846.
153

 The original venue for the Festival was St Philipõs 

Church, but from 1834 concerts were held in the newly built and more commodious Town Hall. 

It was opposite this grand building, emblematic of Birminghamõs surging confidence, that John 

leased a shop in 1848.
154

 His ômusic warehouseõ would occupy 70 New Street [Map 3:43] until 

1870. 

According to Burns, John B. Tolkien may also have decided that Birmingham, once 

known as ôthe town of gardensõ, would be a pleasant place to bring up his family. However, the 

deaths in 1844 and 1847 of two of his daughters, both called Jane, at the ages of eight and one, 

must have been heavy blows to his hopes.
155

 John had married Jane Sarah Holmwood (1806-

1854) from Hampshire in 1835, following the death of his first wife.
156

 Apart from the elder Jane 

(1836-1844), two other daughters were born to them in London: Emily (1838-1921) and Louisa 

(1840-1900); as well as a son in Birmingham, also named John Benjamin (1845-1883). It seems 

that the family lived in Aston until 1847, when they moved to Haydn Place, Edgbaston [Map 
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 From a 1951 letter to Florence Tolkien, a third cousin by marriage who lived in the United States. Tolkien goes 

on to describe the family coat of arms and the tradition that the eldest son be called John. See also Burns. Roots. 

31. Tolkniety states that the English Tolkiens were probably not Baptists but Methodists. John Benjamin Tolkien 

was a local philanthropist and a member of the evangelical Church of the United Brethren in Christ, whose main 

place of worship in the mid-nineteenth century was the school on Ann Street (now Colmore Row) (See The Victoria 

County History of Warwick. Vol. VII, ôBirminghamõ. ôPlaces of Worshipõ.) 
153

 Burns. Roots. 34-35. The Triennial Festival would run until 1912, making it the longest running music festival in 

the world, and would witness debut works by other great composers such as Bruch, Gounod, DvoĠák and Elgar. 
154

 Burns. Roots. 36. 
155

 The girls were buried in the same grave in Key Hill Cemetery (Burns. Roots. 32). 
156

 John B. Tolkienõs first wife seems to have been Emma Baker, who died shortly after they had been married in 

Southampton in 1832 (ôJohn Benjamin Tolkienõ. Tolkniety. 25 January 2018). 

http://tolkniety.blogspot.com/2018/01/john-benjamin-tolkien-18071896.html
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5:A], close to the present junction of the Bristol Road and Wellington Road.
157

 However, by 

1851, the family were again in north Birmingham, near Erdington.
158

 They had moved yet again 

and were living on Villa Road, Handsworth, when Johnõs second wife died in 1854.
159

 

 

 
Figure 29: A view of central Birmingham in the direction of New Street, with the factories of Digbeth and Small Heath beyond. 

The classical Town Hall is right of centre. 

 

On 16
th

 February 1856, at the age of forty-eight, John B. Tolkien wedded for the third 

time, at All Saintsõ Church, Kingõs Heath [Map 6:46]. His bride was the twenty-two-year-old Mary 

Jane Stow (1833-1915), who had lived with her family at 1 Haydn Place five years earlier, around 

the time that the Tolkiens had resided at 2 Haydn Place. The 1851 Census shows Mary in charge 

of three younger brothers, with her father (a commercial traveller) absent and her mother, Mary 

Bindley, staying with her sister in Derby.
160

 Maryõs father, John Sutcliffe Stow, must have died 

very shortly after her wedding to Tolkien, for his funeral took place on 8
th

 March 1856. 

 

 

 
157

 Burns. Roots. 38. 
158

 John B. Tolkienõs family in the 1851 Census. 
159

 Burns. Roots. 38. Jane Sarah Tolkien, too, was buried at Key Hill with her daughters. 
160

 Mary Jane Stow and her brothers in the 1851 Census. 

https://search.findmypast.co.uk/record?id=GBC%2F1851%2F4299098%2F00433&parentid=GBC%2F1851%2F0012003752
https://search.findmypast.co.uk/record?id=GBC%2F1851%2F4356109%2F00184&parentid=GBC%2F1851%2F0011747989


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 30: A family tree showing the children and grandchildren from John Benjamin Tolkien's second marriage.



Almost a year to the day of their wedding, John and Maryõs first child and the authorõs 

father, Arthur Reuel Tolkien (1857-1896), was born at home in Hall Road, Handsworth [Map 

1:41].
161

 There soon followed the arrival of three daughters, Mabel (1858-1937), Grace Bindley 

(1861-1947) and Florence Mary (1863-1944), so that the house on Heathfield Road, 

Handsworth, where John is recorded in 1861 as living with both his new family and the two 

surviving daughters from his previous marriage, must have felt quite cramped.
162

 By 1863, the 

Tolkiens had moved to The Crescent [Map 3:F], a Bath-style edifice built (but never completed) 

near the canal wharves north of Broad Street, Birmingham.
163

 In 1867, John and Mary lost two 

young boys, Frank Winslow and Howard Charles, and buried them in a new family grave at Key 

Hill. Thankfully, two more boys, Wilfr id Henry (1870-1938) and Laurence George Hammond 

(1873-1939), would survive into adulthood.
164

  

During the late 1860s John and Mary had moved to the southern side of Birmingham, 

just as the Suffields had done a few years earlier. If they were not already acquainted, as New 

Street merchants or through King Edwardõs School, John would certainly have encountered 

members of the Suffield family when he joined the Central Literary Association in 1871.
165

 Before 

settling at ôIvy Lodgeõ, near the junction of Park Road and Moseley Road [Map 6:48], around 

1870, the Tolkiens lived briefly on Balsall Heath Road. There, they were joined by Johnõs elder 

brother, George William (1806-1877), who had been assisting in the family business for some 

time.
166

 Unlike the Suffieldõs drapery firm, the Tolkien familyõs piano-making business did suffer 

during the 1870s depression. The shop had changed premises by 1870, moving across to 87 New 

Street, but there were no other indications that it was financially unsound.
167

 However, a general 

decline in Birminghamõs metalworking industries (c. 1873-1896) had knock-on effects for the 

whole economy of the region, including the manufacture of luxury items, such as pianos. In 1877, 

after three decades in business, John B. Tolkienõs pianoforte and music warehouse went into 
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 Burns. Roots. 38. According to J.R.R. Tolkien, the name Reuel originally belonged to a friend of John B. Tolkien, 

but there are very few people with a surname of that spelling in the census records. ôRuelõ is more common. 
162

 John B. Tolkienõs family in the 1861 Census. The elder daughter, Emily, was only five years younger than her 

step-mother. Confusingly, the age given on the census record for Mary looks very much like ô25õ, which is incorrect 

by two years. 
163

 Burns. Roots. 38. 
164

 Ibid. 39. Another girl, Marian Esther Tolkien (1866-1934), is listed on numerous genealogical websites as the 

daughter of John and Mary, but she appears in none of the obvious census records nor on the family tree in The 

Tolkien Family Album. Furthermore, her birth record does not mention Mary, rather someone with the maiden 

name of Hemery. A Mary Ann Hemery (b. 1849), from North Harborne, would have been around seventeen years 

old at the time of Marianõs birth. One possibility is that Marian was the daughter, out of wedlock, of the younger 

John Benjamin, who was twenty-one in the year of her birth and had been married to Agnes Marion Tyrrell in 

London in 1865. This would explain the discrepancy in the number of children he is supposed to have had, with 

J.R.R. Tolkien mentioning three daughters (Letter 309) and other sources only listing his daughter with Agnes, 

Beatrice Emily Louise Tolkien (1867-1935). 
165

 Burns cites the younger John B. Tolkienõs entry to King Edwardõs School in 1857 as evidence that the Tolkiens 

were approaching the same social status as the Suffields (Roots. 42). And the December 1872 edition of the King 

Edwardõs School newspaper, The Chronicle, contains advertisements for the Suffield and Tolkien family businesses 

on the same page (48). 
166

 Burns. Roots. 39-40. The 1871 Census, showing the family in a house near Moseley village. 
167

 Burns. Roots. 39. No. 87 is part of a stuccoed, Grade II listed building at the top end of New Street, next to Town 

Hall Chambers. 

https://search.findmypast.co.uk/record?id=GBC%2F1851%2F4356109%2F00184&parentid=GBC%2F1851%2F0011747989
https://search.findmypast.co.uk/record?id=GBC%2F1871%2F3078%2F0159&parentid=GBC%2F1871%2F0006355388
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liquidation.
168

 There are no records of a Tolkien music shop in Birmingham after 1881, though 

the good reputation of Tolkien pianos endured.
169

 

Now into his seventies, John continued to work as a piano teacher and tuner. His eldest 

son, John Benjamin (III), who had become a partner in the family business and lived in 

Handsworth, was obliged to move to London to work as a newspaper reporter, dying in 1883 

before his thirty-ninth birthday.
170

 His wife, Agnes, and daughter, Beatrice Emily Louise Tolkien 

(1867-1935), a painter, continued to live in the capital. By 1881, the elder John and Mary were 

living on the Alcester Road in Kingõs Heath [Map 1:A] with five of their children.
171

 Arthur was 

still at home and working as a clerk in Lloydõs Bank, however after he moved to a house called 

ôElmdonõ on Forest Road, Moseley [Map 6:44] in around 1886, his father seems to have joined 

him there.
172

 The census of 1891 shows John residing with his daughter Louisa on Bell Lane (now 

Orphanage Road), Erdington, where he would die in 1896, aged eighty-nine, before being buried 

at Key Hill.
173

 Mary, however, was living with her two youngest sons on Church Road, Moseley 

[Map 6:45], next door to her daughter, Mabel.
174

 Whether there was any loss of affection in the 

final decade of their marriage or not, there is no doubt that John had for a long time doted on 

his wife. More than a quarter of a century after their wedding, he was still writing verses ôto my 

beloved wife Mary Janeõ.
175
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 Ibid. 40. 
169

 Ibid. 41. The last directory entry is for a shop on Colmore Row. 
170

 The younger John Benjamin Tolkien was probably the ôsailorõ to whom J.R.R. Tolkien referred. He had also 

been a member of a stonemasonsõ lodge in Halesowen. 
171

 John B. Tolkienõs family in the 1881 Census. The house was probably on the east side of Alcester Road, between 

Wheelerõs Lane and Taylor Road, perhaps around the current no. 239 or 241. 
172

 It is now 28 Forest Road, on the south side of the road. 
173

 J.R.R. Tolkien claims that he was ôdandled on the knee of old J.B., as the heir, before he diedõ (Letter 309); 

although he was mistaken in saying that his grandfather reached the age of ninety-two. 
174

 John B. Tolkien was the seventh member of the family to be buried in the family grave there. 

What was 15 Church Road in the 1891 Census is today 55 Church Road. Mary remained there until 1900. She 

appears to have spent some of her remaining years visiting her daughter Grace in Northumberland, for that is where 

the 1901 Census finds her and that is where she died in 1915 (though she, too, was buried at Key Hill). 
175

 ôGranny: Mary Jane Tolkienõ. Tolkniety. 13 February 2020. John B. Tolkien also wrote poems to commemorate 

the births of Arthur and J.R.R. Tolkien. 

https://search.findmypast.co.uk/record?id=GBC%2F1881%2F4315387%2F00723&parentid=GBC%2F1881%2F0013303930
https://search.findmypast.co.uk/record?id=GBC%2F1891%2F2351%2F0025&parentid=GBC%2F1891%2F0016080001
https://search.findmypast.co.uk/record?id=GBC%2F1901%2F4824-4825%2F0072&parentid=GBC%2F1901%2F0033012981
http://tolkniety.blogspot.com/2020/02/granny-mary-jane-tolkien-1833-1915.html


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 31: A family tree showing the elder children and resultant grandchildren of John B. Tolkien's third marriage, including J.R.R. Tolkien. 
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Figure 32: A family tree showing the younger children and resultant grandchildren of John B. Tolkien's third marriage.



Tolkienõs paternal aunts and uncles 

 

Although the only son from the marriage of John Benjamin Tolkien and Jane Holmwood left 

Birmingham following the collapse of the family business, dying shortly thereafter, the two 

surviving daughters remained and raised families in the area. Emily (1838-1921) left the home of 

her father and step-mother when she married Richard Pardoe, a Birmingham jeweller, in 1864. 

Apart from a stint in Small Heath, they remained in Handsworth for the rest of their lives, raising 

six children, of whom only the eldest, Elsie Emily Pardoe (1865-1945), appears to have married 

and started her own family. Three of Emily and Richardõs children were still living together in 

Handsworth in 1939.
176

 The second daughter of John and Jane, Louisa (1840-1900), married a 

commercial clerk, Henry Holden, in 1861. She and Henry moved to Harborne [Map 5:C] prior 

to the birth of their second child, Sydney Holmwood Holden (1864-1939), and are recorded as 

living there still in 1881.
177

 By the time their elder daughter, Lilian Louisa Holden (1862-1888), 

had died at the age of twenty-five, the family had relocated to Erdington, where John B. Tolkien 

joined them in his final years. During J.R.R. Tolkienõs childhood, Sydney, his wife Sophia and 

their three sons lived at 24 Arthur Road, Erdington, while Henry (widowed in 1900) and his 

younger daughter, Helen May Holden (1869-1922), lived at no. 8, until both Henry and Helen 

passed away within six weeks of each other in 1922.
178

 

The first of the authorõs ôfullõ uncles and aunts to leave the house of John and Mary 

Tolkien on the Alcester Road in Kingõs Heath was Mabel (1858-1937), who married in 1880. 

Her Baptist husband, Thomas Evans Mitton (1855-1933), had entered King Edwardõs School in 

1866 and then emulated his own father in becoming an engineer and owner of a brass foundry 

which employed twenty.
179

 The couple would live affluently in Moseley for the rest of their lives, 

at first on Augusta Road [Map 6:B] and then, by 1891, at 16 Church Road (now no. 53), beside 

Mabelõs mother and brothers.
180

 In 1901, they lived at ôCarisbrookeõ on Anderton Park Road 

[Map 6:K] with their five children: Ethel Grace (1881-1940), Hilda Mary (1883-1915), Eric John 

(1888-1963), Thomas Ewart Mitton (1897-1917) and the short-lived Mabel Joyce Mitton (1901-

1905).
181

 By 1911, the family were living in quite a grand but sadly no longer extant house, called 

Abbotsford, on Wake Green Road [Map 6:26].
182

 

The two Mitton boys were schooled at King Edwardõs like their father, with Ewartõs time 

there overlapping with J.R.R. Tolkienõs by a few months. Like his cousin, Ewart had a talent for 

writing poetry and won the K.E.S. Governorsõ Prize for English Verse in 1915.
183

 Burns identifies 
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 The Pardoe siblings in the 1939 Census. Elsie married George Gill Mark, a printer and stationer, in 1897, 

whereupon they moved to Kidderminster. 
177

 Henry and Louisa Holden in the 1861 Census. 
178

 Sydney and his family in the 1901 Census (they had moved to Handsworth by 1911); and the Holdens in the 1901 

Census and the 1911 Census. 
179

 Burns. Roots. 41 & 44. 
180

 The Mittons in the 1891 Census. 
181

 The Mittons in the 1901 Census. Another girl, Kathleen Jessie Mitton, had lived for just a short time during the 

winter of 1893-94. Carisbrooke was subsequently known as no. 130 but has now been demolished. 
182

 The Mittons in the 1911 Census. The exact location of Abbotsford is difficult to identify precisely but it lay 

somewhere on the north side of Wake Green Road, between Belle Walk and Yardley Wood Road. 
183

 ôMitton, Thomas Evansõ. King Edwardõs School and the Great War: Memorial Roll of Honour, 1914-1918. He 

probably won the prize for a poem concerning the Dardanelles Expedition. 

https://search.findmypast.co.uk/record?id=TNA%2FR39%2F5629%2F5629H%2F008&parentid=TNA%2FR39%2F5629%2F5629H%2F008%2F21
https://search.findmypast.co.uk/record?id=GBC%2F1881%2F4315390%2F00095&parentid=GBC%2F1881%2F0013365218
https://search.findmypast.co.uk/record?id=GBC%2F1901%2F2875-2877%2F0200&parentid=GBC%2F1901%2F0019201271
https://search.findmypast.co.uk/record?id=GBC%2F1901%2F2875-2877%2F0211&parentid=GBC%2F1901%2F0019201623
https://search.findmypast.co.uk/record?id=GBC%2F1901%2F2875-2877%2F0211&parentid=GBC%2F1901%2F0019201623
https://search.findmypast.co.uk/record?id=GBC%2F1911%2FRG14%2F18323%2F0089&parentid=GBC%2F1911%2FRG14%2F18323%2F0089%2F1
https://search.findmypast.co.uk/record?id=GBC%2F1891%2F2351%2F0025&parentid=GBC%2F1891%2F0016080007
https://search.findmypast.co.uk/record?id=GBC%2F1901%2F2807-2808%2F0104&parentid=GBC%2F1901%2F0018000110
https://search.findmypast.co.uk/record?id=GBC%2F1911%2FRG14%2F18669%2F0285&parentid=GBC%2F1911%2FRG14%2F18669%2F0285%2F2
https://kes.org.uk/RollofHonour/biogs/mitton-thomas-ewart.html
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a poem by him (ôT.E.M.õ) in a 1916 edition of the school newspaper, with the final line: ôYoung 

spirits nobly vow that each will do his dutyõ.
184

 Also like Tolkien, Ewart served as a Signals Officer 

on the Western Front, but was killed in an accident on the railway near Ypres in December 

1917. 

 

 
Figure 33: Tolkien's cousin, Thomas Ewart Mitton. 

 

Both Ronald and his brother remained in close contact with the Mittons, visiting them often. 

Burns suggests that Hilary may have lived at Abbotsford while doing his army training in 1915.
185

 

She also relates how Ronald stayed with his aunt Mabel following the death of her husband in 

1933 and was named as an executor and heir in her will.
186

 The Mittons had by then attained 

some acclaim in the city, being singled out by the Birmingham News as a family which had ôplayed 

a prominent part in the public and religious life of the district for the past fifty or sixty yearsõ.
187

 

The younger sisters of Arthur Tolkien and Mabel Mitton, both of whom were teachers, 

were next to marry. In 1887, Grace Bindley Tolkien (1861-1947) married William Charles 

Mountain, the managing director of his familyõs electrical engineering company. By 1891, they 

had moved to Newcastle, where they raised two children. But Grace must have returned on visits 

to Birmingham, for Carpenter tells us that she regaled the young J.R.R. Tolkien with tales of his 
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German ancestors, whom she claimed were a branch of the House of Hohenzollern.
188

 The 

authorõs other paternal aunt, Florence Mary Tolkien (1863-1944), married a Kingõs Heath 

solicitor, Tom Hadley (1862-1911), in 1888. The couple remained in the area, living on Grove 

Avenue (perhaps no. 34, ôCombermereõ) [Map 6:E] in 1891 and at ôKylemoreõ on Wake Green 

Road [Map 6:G] in 1901.
189

 The 1911 Census finds the Hadleys living on a house boat in 

Exmouth with Mabel Mitton, six months before Tomõs death. Ultimately, Florence emigrated to 

British Columbia, where she and her daughter Margery Grace (or ôMidgeõ) passed away in 1944 

and 1963, respectively.
190

 The son of Florence and Tom, Wilfred Arthur R. Hadley (ôRoyõ), had 

made the journey to Canada in 1913 but maintained a sporadic correspondence with J.R.R. 

Tolkien into the 1970s.
191

 

Of the authorõs paternal uncles, Wilfrid Henry Tolkien (1870-1938) had preceded him 

through King Edwardõs School during the mid-1880s, excelling in mathematics.
192

 This education 

formed the basis of a stockbroking career in Birmingham, where he lived on Great Charles Street 

[Map 3:I] and, following his 1910 marriage to Katherine Madeleine Green, the daughter of a 

well-to-do jeweller, at 62 Wheeleys Road, Edgbaston [Map 4:J].
193

 

 

 
Figure 34: A group including Wilfrid Tolkien (second from left) and Tom Hadley (extreme right). 
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Wilfridõs younger brother, Laurence George Hammond Tolkien (1873-1939), may have been 

named by John and Mary after the familyõs Congregationalist minister in Handsworth.
194

 

Following a spell living with Wilfrid and his mother in Moseley, Laurence married the daughter 

of a Scottish drapery salesman, Emily Grace Graham S. McGregor, in 1900.
195

 By the following 

year, the couple were living in a house called ôBrackleyõ on Middleton Hall Road, Kingõs Norton 

[Map 1:22], with Laurence working as a life and fire insurance secretary.
196

 Burns describes the 

route that J.R.R. Tolkien may have walked from Kingõs Heath, when brought by his mother to 

visit the relation who was paying his school fees.
197

 Little could he then have guessed that, for a 

few weeks in 1904, he would live in the house of his uncle as an orphan. 
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Tolkienõs parents 

 

J.R.R. Tolkienõs mother, Mabel Suffield (1870-1904), was the fifth child and second daughter of 

John and Emily Jane Suffield. Her birth on 29
th

 January 1870 was registered by her mother, who 

gave her husbandõs occupation as ôwarehousemanõ.
198

 The first home which Mabel Suffield knew 

was Mayfield in Showell Green, but she lived for the majority of her youth at Malvern House on 

Trafalgar Road, Moseley. Although Mabel did not attend the King Edwardõs High School for 

Girls, as her younger sister Jane would do, she was educated to a high standard, perhaps by a 

governess.
199

 She was able to teach her sons French, German, Latin, English literature and botany, 

instilling in them a lifelong passion for nature and its cultivation. As the similarities between her 

and her sonõs ornate handwriting demonstrate, Mabel passed on from her own father a talent for 

calligraphy and artistry in general.
200

 Some of J.R.R. Tolkienõs youthful essays in drawing and 

painting were made in the back of a sketch-book which had belonged to Mabel in childhood.
201

 

As Burns writes, Mabel tutored her sons to pass the entrance exam for King Edwardõs 

School not only because her brother (Roland) and cousin (Mark Oliver Suffield, the portrait 

photographer) had been educated there, but because it was the alma mater of her deceased 

husband, Arthur Reuel Tolkien (1857-1896).
202

 He had started at King Edwardõs in 1870, aged 

twelve, and remained enrolled until 1873; however, his enduring ties to the school were 

strengthened by the creation of the Old Edwardians Association in 1883.
203

 He became an active 

member of the Old Edwardiansõ Literary and Debating Society and was elected its honorary 

secretary in 1886 and 1887. At its conclaves, he gave speeches in favour of free trade and on the 

topic of ôMarmionõ by Sir Walter Scott.
204

 A shared interest in literature may provide an answer 

to the question of how Arthur and Mabel first met.
205

 

J.R.R. Tolkienõs parents had independent connections to the Central Literary 

Association: Mabelõs father was a prominent figure in the organisation between 1871 and 1894, 

and two of her uncles were also longstanding members.
206

 John Benjamin Tolkienõs involvement 

lasted from 1871 until 1877, at which point he seems to have transferred his membership to 

Arthur, who maintained it until leaving for Africa in 1889.
207

 The talks and debates, such as the 

one Arthur addressed in January 1883, were probably all-male affairs, but the C.L.A. also held 
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conversaziones, mixed social gatherings at which postprandial dancing took place.
208

 Whatever 

the circumstances of their first encounters, a thirty-one-year-old Arthur proposed to Mabel 

shortly after her eighteenth birthday in 1888. By this time, Arthur was a clerk at Lloydõs Bank 

and had moved out of the family home. However, John Suffield, who seems to have anyway 

harboured a sense of social superiority towards the Tolkien family, insisted that the couple wait 

until Mabel had turned twenty-one before marrying. It was at this point that Mabelõs younger 

sister, Jane, acted as the paramoursõ go-between at New Street Station. 

Arthur and Mabel must have continued to correspond after he left England in May 1889 

to take up his position as manager of the Bloemfontein branch of the Bank of Africa, for it was 

almost two years before the now twenty-one-year-old Mabel made the eighteen-day voyage from 

Southampton to Cape Town.
209

 Arthur travelled the seven hundred miles across South Africa to 

meet Mabel in Cape Town, where they were married on 16
th

 April 1891.
210

 Concerning the 

married life of Arthur and Mabel Tolkien in the Orange Free State, little detail is needed here. 

They lived in Bank House on Maitland Street in Bloemfontein, with a nurse, a cook and a 

manservant.
211

 John Ronald Reuel Tolkien, their first child, was born somewhat prematurely on 

3
rd

 January 1892. His first name was dictated by a desire to sustain the traditional Tolkien name 

of John, following the death of the younger John Benjamin Tolkien in 1883; however, to his 

family, he would ordinarily be known by the name his mother chose: Ronald.
212

 

Physiognomically, the infant Ronald was likewise a blend of the two families, possessing Tolkien 

eyes and a Suffield mouth, as Arthur informed his mother. 

 

 
Figure 35: Tolkien's parents, Arthur and Mabel. 
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Another boy, Hilary Arthur Reuel Tolkien, was born two years later, on 17
th

 February 

1894, but it seems that Mabel was by then unhappy with life in South Africa. She described the 

Orange Free State to her family as ôõOwlin Wilderness! Horrid Waste!õ and found the winters 

there especially bleak; moreover, she disliked the attitude of the Boers to other races.
213

 The 

author later wrote that his mother ôhated [South Africa] (as a land) and was alarmed to see 

symptoms of my father growing to like itõ.
214

 Mabelõs homesickness was little assuaged by an 1893 

visit from her sister May, whose husband Walter simultaneously surveyed his business interests 

in the gold and diamond mines of the Transvaal.
215

 Thus, in April 1895, with local political 

tensions between the Boers and the ôuitlanderõ population also increasing, Arthur was obliged to 

bid farewell to his wife, Ronald and Hilary, as they and a nurse departed aboard the S.S. Guelph 

for England.
216

 J.R.R. Tolkien would never return to the land of his birth or see his father again.
217

 

  

 

 

 
213

 Ibid. 109 & 112. 
214

 Letter 78: From a letter to Christopher Tolkien (12 August 1944). 
215

 Burns. Roots. 113. 
216

 Ibid. 114. 
217

 Nevertheless, Tolkien seems to have retained a lifelong interest in South Africa and a vague desire to go back. 

One of the four books which he donated to the King Edwardõs School library was Scouting for Buller by Herbert 

Hayens, which is set in South Africa (Burns. Roots. 118). 



72 

 

J.R.R. Tolkienõs Life in the West Midlands 
 

The death of Tolkienõs father (Kingõs Heath, April 1895 ð summer 1896) 

 

Mabel Tolkien and her two young sons were met on arrival at Southampton by her younger sister 

Jane and together they travelled to the Midlands.
218

 There, they stayed at the house of Mabelõs 

parents, 9 Ashfield Road, on the upper slopes of ôGreen Hillõ in Kingõs Heath. The contrast with 

South Africa presented by the early spring verdure of England seems to have made a lasting 

impression on the three-year-old Ronald; however, his memories of his grandparentsõ house 

would elide with those of his Bloemfontein home, which had a veranda at the front.
219

 He later 

wrote, ôI can still remember going down the road in Birmingham and wondering what had 

happened to the big gallery, what happened to the balcony...õ
220

 

Mabel made the most of this interlude with her family, attending a coming-of-age party 

with Jane (or Jennie, as her name is recorded in the Moseley Society Journal) at the Kingõs Heath 

Institute [Map 6:I] in September 1895.
221

 

 

 
Figure 36: The Kingõs Heath Institute in 1882. 
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