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From the Editor 
Greetings, and welcome to the Spring 

2025 edition of  Edge of  the Wild! This 

issue is something of  a return to our 

first volume of  publications back in 

2016(!); it is not based around a particu-

lar theme as have been previous 

‘phases’, but is rather simply a collec-

tion of  pieces created by our members, 

striving against  the oppressive glooms 

(Isolation! Depression! Anxiety! Perfec-

tionism!) of  our times for your enjoy-

ment and enlightenment. We hope the 

following essays will enhance not only 

your mental exploration of  Middle-

earth, but also your appreciation of  it 

as a richly-textured and realized sub-

created world. Thank you for reading! 

-A. Hollis, 
Editor 
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“‘It is hard to be sure of  anything… The 
world is all grown strange. … How shall a 

man judge what to do in such times?’ 

 ‘As he ever has judged,’ said Aragorn. ‘Good 
and ill have not changed since yesteryear; 

nor are they one thing among Elves and 
Dwarves and another among Men. It is a 

man’s part to discern them, as much in the 
Golden Wood as in his own house.’” 

 -the lord of the rings, book iii, 

       chapter 2: the riders of rohan  
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Spears Throughout History 
S. Mijatovic 

“I shall land with a thousand thegns at my 
back to help your cause in your hour of  

need, when honour dictates that I raise a 
hedge of  spears around you.”— 

Beowulf  L:1826 
t is safe to say that as long as there 
have been people to hold them, hu-
mans have been wielding spears: an-
cient depictions of  late Paleolithic 

hunters painted by flickering torchlight on the 
walls of  caves give way to written word as the 
Bronze Age epics of  Homer tell of  the massed 
armies of  Greeks and Trojans fighting almost 
exclusively with spear.  
Later in the classical era, Romans hurled spe-
cially-designed throwing javelins while Tacitus 
tells of  their Germanic opponents in 16 CE us-
ing simpler, yet equally effective fire-hardened 
wooden spears. The Frankish king Charlemagne 
placed such an importance on the spear that it 
was considered an offence for a slave to handle  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

one—“If  a slave be found with a spear it shall be bro-
ken on his back” (1)—and the adoption of  the 
revolutionary iklwa (short stabbing spear) 
helped legendary Zulu king Shaka Sen-
zangakhona carve out an empire. In fact, as late 
as WWI Germany was still issuing its cavalry 
with the Stahlrohrlanze ("steel tube lance") after 
recalling swords from front line usage. 
No small wonder then that a weapon so ubiqui-
tous with the history of  warfare and armed 
conflict around the whole world can be found 
in the hands of  almost all races and cultures in 
Tolkien's work. 
 
Why are spears so popular?   
One simple reason could be that spears func-
tion as a force multiplier over a sword. This 
means they have a far greater effective range, 
keeping a solitary opponent beyond arms 
length: a group of  fighters armed with spears 
can form a virtually impenetrable (from the  

 

 

The editor’s iron-and-

copper hunting spear with 

antler lug. 

The tanged head is copied 

in design (if  not manufac-

ture) from an early (1700-

1500 BCE) Bronze Age ex-

ample, part of  the Arreton 

Down hoard found c. 1735 

CE on the Isle of  Wight. 
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front) wall of  spears. That same range makes 
them perfect weapons for fighting foes such as 
trolls, wargs, wolves or even hunting boar or 
deer, while the orcs use them to great effect de-
fending against cavalry. On the subject of  caval-
ry—the spear is the preferred weapon of  the 
horseman in Tolkien's world. There is no better 
example of  this than King Théoden himself, 
who uses the speed and force of  his charge to 
add power to his spear and only once it breaks 
does he draw his sword: 
‘Right through the press drove Théoden Thengel's son, 
and his spear was shivered as he threw down their chief-
tain. Out swept his sword, and he spurred to the stand-
ard, hewed staff  and bearer; and the black serpent 
foundered’ (LR Book V: Chapter 6). 

Another major advantage that a spear has is 
cost. Because comparatively little metal, time 
and skill are needed to forge a spearhead (at 
least compared to a sword), they make ideal 
weapons for those on a budget. However this 

doesn’t mean that the spear is a weapon of  the 
lower classes - in Norse mythology Odin, wisest 
and most powerful of  the gods, wields a spear 
as does High king Gil-Gilad who fought Sauron 
with his famous spear Aeglos. We also have a 
tantalising reference in The Hobbit to 300 
princely spears of  King Bladorthin which “had 
a thrice-forged head and their shafts were inlaid 
with cunning gold” (). 
Beyond its use as a weapon the spear has myri-
ad other uses which make it ideal for light-
weight hiking where multipurpose items are 
highly desirable. It makes a fine walking staff  
for the ranger on foot, depth sounder for water 
or snow, and even a handy ridge pole for an im-
promptu shelter.  
 

Characteristics of  different spears 
Broadly speaking, spears can be grouped into 
four main types: Throwing spears, Fighting 
spears, Hewing spears, and Pikes. 
While any spear can be thrown, specialised 
throwing spears tend to be lighter, with thinner 
shafts and smaller heads to make for balanced 
flight. These thinner shafts allow for two or 
three to be held in the off  hand, making them 
an excellent weapon of  choice for skirmishers.  
They can also be used in a larger battle by being 
thrown before closing ranks or pitched over the 
first rank once the lines have closed.  
One very real concern is that your own projec-
tiles may be thrown back at you; the Roman 
pilum countered this by using a long head made 
of  soft iron that bent after use, and the Iceland-
ic Grettis saga tells us how Grettis removed the 
rivet holding the spearhead to prevent Þorbjörn 
from throwing the spear back at him. (2) 
Of  course, any type of  spear is a fighting spear 
but for the sake of  this discussion the term is 
applied to any spear used as a primary weapon. 
Typically it will have a longer and heavier shaft 
than a throwing spear, which gives it a greater 
range and the ability to withstand the rigours of  
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combat. and as its main form of  attack is to 
thrust the size of  the spearhead is less im-
portant. A spear used as a primary weapon can 
be used one-handed with a shield gripped in the 
other or two-handed for greater power and lev-
erage. 
The next type of  spear worth mentioning here 
is the hewing spear. 
Hew: transitive verb 1: to cut with blows of  a heavy 
cutting instrument. 
As the name suggests, a hewing spear can usual-
ly be identified by its longer-than-average blade 
(usually somewhere around a foot long) which 
allows the spear to be used as a cutting weapon 
as well as a stabbing one. The spear shaft must 
also be quite thick to withstand the force exert-
ed at the end as the blade makes contact with 
its target. The hewing spear is designed to deliv-
er heavy direct blows in a similar fashion to an 
axe but may also take advantage of  the length 
of  its blade to perform a draw cut - placing the 
blade against the enemy and drawing it back-
wards while pressing it into them. While the 
hewing spear has a lot of  versatility in its attack, 
it is difficult to wield with a shield on account 
of  the heavy blade, which also makes it less 
than ideal for throwing as it weighs the weapon 
heavily toward the tip. 
The final type of  spear in the list is the pike 
which is a specialised long and heavy thrusting 
spear. The length and weight of  a pike (3-7 me-
ters) can make them quite unwieldy, but in a 
massed defensive formation they are incredibly 
effective—especial ly against cavalry. 
The Scottish forces during the wars of  inde-
pendence (13th to 14th century) used massed 
pikes in circular formations known as schiltrons 
to great effect. British military historian Charles 
Oman described the schiltron in a manner very 
similar to the defences set by Aragorn at the 
Morannon: “The front ranks knelt with their 
spear butts fixed in the earth; the rear ranks lev-
elled their lances over their comrades heads; the 

thick-set grove of  twelve foot spears was far 
too dense for the cavalry to penetrate” (3). 
 
One last design feature of  spears merits a men-
tion here: the winged spear. While not a sepa-
rate type, some spears were fitted with wings or 
lugs protruding from each side of  the socket. 
This design evolved to prevent the spear pene-
trating too deeply into a target which prevented 
retrieval, a common problem when facing the 
charge of  a wild boar or cavalry. This has led to 
such spears being commonly branded as ‘boar 
spears’ but in a Middle-earth context, they 
would also be excellent defence against wargs, 
trolls or any other large beast. 
 

Spear length 
Ideal spear length is something that is hard to 
unequivocally state as factors such as usage, ter-
rain and the height of  the wielder all contribute. 
Archaeological evidence from the Early Middle 
Ages is not of  much use here, as the record 
suggests that most spears were likely broken 
down in order to fit the size of  the grave, and 
only one complete Viking Age spear has ever 
been found. Discovered in the Lendbreen glaci-
er, the spear has a 45.5 cm long iron spearhead 
(of  which the blade is 31 cm) and a birch shaft 
185 cm in length. There are manuscript depic-
tions and examples from later in the medieval 
period which are longer, but such spears 
evolved to deal with the rise in cavalry-based 
warfare which is a different prospect from hik-
ing through a forest. The good thing about 
spears is that you can start long, and if  you find 
the length is impeding your ability to move 
through the wild or it is too heavy, then it is a 
simple matter to cut a length off  the end of  the 
haft. If  in doubt then six feet total length seems 
to be a good compromise between mobility and 
utility. 

The spear as a weapon 
A spear is a surprisingly quick weapon. A spear 



 

6 
Edge of the Wild  Volume 9, Issue 1: Spring 2025 

wielder can keep a single sword wielder very 
busy, thrusting or flicking the point from face 
to feet and back again, while staying out of  
range of  the sword. However, the key to being 
a good spear fighter is mobility, and a spear 
fighter MUST be wary that anyone armed with 
a sword or other hand weapon doesn't find 
their way past the point of  the spear. Once past 
the point, the sword would have every ad-
vantage. If  needed, the spear fighter may need 
to stage a very undignified retreat to regain the 
range advantage but it is imperative that they 
maintain that range. 
Another important part of  spear fighting is the 
centre line theory of  combat. If  you manage to 
occupy the centre line (the direct line between 
you and your opponent) then they MUST deal 
with your spear before attacking otherwise they 
will impale themselves on it without you even 
moving. Compare the two spear guards in the 
photo below for a visual example of  this: the 
one on the left is a classic centre guard and the 
one on the right is a low guard. An experienced 
spear fighter may slip into low guard to lull an 
opponent into attacking but note how effective 
the centre guard is at keeping range and forcing 
your opponent into dealing with it before they 
can close. 
In group fights, the role of  the spear is to con-
stantly probe and ask questions of  the defence, 

stabbing low and forcing the opponent to drop 
their shield to defend (opening them up for a 
head strike from the front rank) or stabbing 
through the gap left as an opponent raises the 
shield to block the downward strokes of  the 
front rank. In massed combat, unprotected 
thighs, calves, and bellies are where the spear 
reaps its bloody harvest. 
Another technique can be to raise your spear 
and thrust over the heads and shoulders of  
those in the front rank. While having a spear 
constantly stabbing at their face is disconcert-
ing, this method of  attack is often less success-
ful as you are occupying the same attack line as 
those in the front lines with hand weapons. 
A hewing spear can be used in the same way in 
massed combat but in skirmish or one-on-one 
fighting it has the added advantage that you can 
use it to hack at your opponent and any missed 
cut can quickly be converted to a thrust. 
Lastly, it would be remiss not to comment on 
the butt of  the spear. Staff  fighting styles 
throughout history, from the English and 
French quarterstaff  to the Japanese jō and bō 
teach the importance of  striking with both ends 
of  the weapon and a well-delivered strike with 
the butt of  a spear can be as effective as the tip. 
Even if  the butt is simple wood and not an iron  
ferrule or butt spike, a jab to the face or a crack 
to an opponent's helm will leave them reeling 
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and exposed to the more dangerous end of  
your spear. The only caveat to this is that 
these are usually more advanced techniques 
best learnt under supervision, whereas the 
basics of  spear fighting come naturally to the 
slowest of  learners (stab, stab, run, stab!). 

 
The spear in Middle-earth 

As previously mentioned, spears are com-
mon in Middle-earth. Elves are recorded us-
ing them as far back as the First Age (4) and 
by the end of  the Second Age Ereinion Gil-
galad, High King of  the Noldor, wields Ae-
glos (“snow-point” or "icicle" in Sindarin): 
the only named spear in all the works of  Tol-
kein. In fact, right through to the Battle of  
the Five Armies we see the Elves of  Mirk-
wood bearing spears (5), and it seems reason-
able to assume that they were still carrying 
them at the end of  the Third Age when they 
finally drove the darkness out of  southern 
Mirkwood. 
When it comes to humans, we know from 
the text that the spear was the preferred 
weapon of  the horsemen of  Rohan (6) and 
that the Rangers of  the Grey Company also 
bore spears to the Battle of  the Pelennor 
Fields (7). Saruman is described as using 
pikemen in the Battles of  the Fords of  Isen 
(8), but if  these were Orcs or Dunlendings 
we are never told. 
Even without that information, we do know 
that the enemies of  the free folk also used 
spears. The goblins of  the Misty Mountains 
fling their heavy spears after the eagles who 
rescue Thorin and Co. from the pine forest 
(9) and the tracking orc who comes so close 
to discovering Frodo and Sam in Mordor is 
described as carrying ‘a short broad headed 
spear’ (10). 
Intriguingly, there are no references to the 
use of  spears by Durin’s folk, though they 
certainly knew how to forge them. This unu-

sual discrepancy could simply be an omission 
of  placing an actual spear in a Dwarven hand 
in the entire legendarium text, but it seems 
more likely to stem from cultural or physio-
logical reasons unique to the Dwarven race. 
In conclusion, a spear will make a fine prima-
ry weapon for almost all Middle-earth por-
trayals being both strongly evidenced and 
practical— while also being quite economi-
cal. The only real exception to this would be 
a Dwarven portrayal where a large axe would 
be a more fitting option. 
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E. Meulemans & A. Hollis 
A Brief Survey of materials 

espite being a mythological 
Northwestern Europe of  6,000 
years ago (1), the state of  late 
Third Age Middle-earth is any-

thing but Neolithic. While the typical pattern of  
succession (though often with significant over-
lap) of  materials for tools and weapons 
throughout our Primary World’s history seems 
to be wood, stone (flaked, then ground), cop-
per, bronze, iron, and steel, all of  these (plus 
various base and precious metals) were known 
in Middle-earth as early as the First Age, most 
clearly on display in Gondolin’s seven gates (2). 
This piece will serve as a primer on the various 
materials that were known in the Westlands in 
the Third Age, with a mind towards what would 
be appropriate for use in one’s ‘hard kit’, and to 
help us better visualize Tolkien’s world. The 
samples shown here aren’t meant to indicate the 
exact appearance to be expected of  each mate-
rial, but rather to demonstrate how much they 
can differ from one another and the effect of  
aging and wear. This is important when consid-
ering if  or when to substitute a metal simply 
because it is more readily available. 

Method: Each metal sample measures approxi-
mately 1 inch/25mm square(ish). Each was 
ground to 220 grit, given a patina, tumbled, and 
finally lightly buffed with 000 steel wool. 

Non-ferrous metals 

The three red metals we have included here in-
clude pure copper, bronze (10% tin), and brass. 
Again, when ground to 220 grit, little difference 
can be seen aside from colour. Each piece was 
treated with liver of  sulfur to give a patina, and 
the results can be readily seen. 

 

Copper:  

This reddest of  the red metals, traditionally en-
tering into Europe from the southeast approxi-
mately 7,500 years ago, was definitely known in 
the Shire and Gondor in the late Third Age: 
Frodo’s washroom at Crickhollow contained 
“three tubs, and a copper full of  boiling water”, 
while before supper in Ithilien, Faramir washes 
his hands in “a wide copper bowl” (3). 

Bronze and Brass: 

In our Primary World, bronze began showing 
up in Europe around 4,000 years ago, but in 
Middle-earth it was definitely used in Eriador 
during the period 1300-1409 T.A—evidenced 
by the “leaf-shaped” blades the Hobbits take 
from the Barrow-downs, which Tolkien twice 
outright calls “bronze swords” (see p __). 
Bronze was also known in Gondor, where in 
Henneth Annun we are told that “here and 
there was a cup or basin of  polished 
bronze” (4). 
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Bronze and brass: what’s the difference? To-
day, these terms are often used interchangeably, 
but they are distinct from one another in both 
their composition and properties. Both are al-
loys of  copper, but bronze is one which the pri-
mary alloying constituent is tin, while in brass 
this component is zinc. That is the simple defi-
nition, but many modern bronzes contain no 
tin at all, using instead silicon or manganese, for 
example. To further confuse things, some even 
contain zinc, though in small quantities. (While 
never named, zinc must also have been utilized 
(and combined with copper) in Third Age Er-
iador, as the doorknob of  Bag-End (built c. 
2880) is stated to have been “shiny yellow 
brass”, as were Bilbo Baggins’ waistcoat but-
tons (5). 

Non-ferrous metals—White metals:  

These following three samples are tin, pewter 
(lead-free Britannia), and lead. As before, the 
first two were ground to 220 grit; the lead, for 
obvious reasons, was wet-sanded by hand. A 
patina was applied to these using a dilute solu-
tion of  nitric acid and copper sulfate; the tin 
and pewter were tumbled, while the lead was 
lightly hammered. 

Tin: 

This metal only shows up once in Tolkien’s 
published texts, as a figure of  speech: in which 
Merry describes how “A punch from an Ent-fist 
crumples up iron like thin tin”. Another possi-
ble example might be the “cans of  hot wa-
ter” (6) provided for the travelers in Bree, 
which may have been tinned iron (or possibly 
copper). However, the combination of  tin with 
other metals allows for alloys! 

Pewter: 

As far as we can tell, there are no direct refer-
ences in the text to this alloy (traditionally of  tin 
and lead)...but we can certainly make many sup-
positions! Pewter has traditionally been a very 
economical material used for any number of  
utilitarian objects: anything from tableware and 
eating utensils to candlesticks and belt buckles. 
For this reason, it would be a good fit for nearly 
all of  the ‘civilized’ cultures of  the late Third 
Age. 

Lead: 

Like tin, so far as our research has turned up, 
lead only appears once in Tolkien’s text, used 
figuratively in the song Troll Sat Alone on a Seat 
of  Stone (7). However, it also served a number 
of  utilitarian uses throughout history, such as 
pipes (from which the plumber’s trade takes its 
name) and flashing for shingled roofs.  

Silver: 

While we do not have a sample of  our final 
white metal prepared, perhaps this is appropri-
ate, given our Society’s focus on the experience 
of  the ‘common’ folk of  Middle-earth, as silver 
seems to be more commonly used by the upper 
strata: witness Bilbo’s memorable gift to Lobelia 
Sackville-Baggins of  a case of  “silver spoons.” 
This is also the case in Gondor, as Faramir 
rounds out his tableware with a “goblet of  plain 
silver” before supper (a vessel befitting his posi-
tion as Captain of  the Rangers), while his father 



 

10 
Edge of the Wild  Volume 9, Issue 1: Spring 2025 

Denethor serves his guests from “a silver flag-
on and cups” (8). 

Ferrous metals—Iron: 

The black metals show up in Europe relatively 
recently, around 800 BCE, while the practice of  
smelting of  ores (as opposed to working mete-
oric iron) seems to originate with the Hittites 
around 1200 BCE. In Middle-earth’s Second 
Age, iron was apparently unknown to the native 
Men of  Eriador until its introduction by the 
Númenóreans (9). This “servant of  the Dwa-
rves” likely had at least three regional sources 
for the Free Peoples in Middle-earth—the Blue 
Mountains in western Eriador, the mines of  
Khazad-dum/Moria, and the Longbeard-
controlled Iron Hills of  eastern Rhovanion 
(10). The northern realm of  Angmar—Sindarin 
for ‘Iron-home’—was a likely Enemy-
controlled source. Iron and steel are also depict-
ed often in association with the Rohan/
Isengard sphere, although its source is un-
known, as there are no known dwarven connec-
tions in this sphere between c. 2800 TA and the 

early Fourth Age (11); presumably the Rohirrim 
obtain it themselves through mining, or else in 
trade with Gondor. 

At left we have four iron-based metals which 
differ primarily in the amount of  carbon in 
their composition: wrought iron (<0.08%), mild 
steel (~0.14%), high-carbon (1075) steel 
(0.75%), and cast iron (~3.0%). The samples 
were first ground to 220 grit, and aside from 
the wrought iron with its already evident slag 
banding, little difference can be discerned by 
the casual eye. Next the samples were given a 
bath in acetic acid (vinegar) to encourage oxida-
tion. Here then can be seen some difference, 
which is only further enhanced by additional 
wear. 

Throughout the northwestern regions, non-
metallic materials are also well attested. 

Stone: 

The use of  flint or stone tools in Middle-earth 
seems limited in depiction to pre-Númenórean 
Men of  the Langstrand, and the First Age 
Drúedain (12); it is possible the Drúedain re-
tained the use of  flint tools through the Second 
and Third Ages as well, given their Neanderthal
-like portrayal. We should note that both of  
these groups were descended from or counted 
among the Folk of  Haleth in the First Age, and 
it is possible that more isolated groups of  their 
relations or descendants such as the Gwathui-
rim, Dunlendings, or Men of  the White Moun-
tains were similarly Neolithic as well - at least 
until they were introduced to iron for use 
against their Númenórean colonizers (13). 

Wood: 

In Gondor, Faramir’s Rangers used treenware of  
“turned box-wood, smooth and clean”—
implying the use of  lathe technology—and in 
Wilderland, Thorin’s company drink from  
“wooden drinking-bowls” in Beorn’s hall (14). 
Presumably, wooden plates and vessels would 
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be standard tableware for lower-strata denizens, 
though these are also hard to beat for weight 
and durability if  one wishes to travel light! 

Bone and Horn 

So far as we can tell, the only specific example of  
bone used as a material is the “handle of  white 
bone” which tops the “short black staff ” car-
ried by Theoden upon his throne (15). We can 
also presume that the Lossoth of  Forochel—
reported to “run on the ice with bones on their 
feet”(16)—likely  used this material for ice-
skates, as seen in Viking-era York. Throughout 
our own history, both bone and horn have 
played a key role as accessible and economical 
materials for items such as belt buckles, combs, 
buttons, beads, strap-ends, flutes and whistles, 
knife handles, hinges, clothing pins, dice and 
other gaming-pieces, sword and scabbard fit-
tings, needles, and spoons—to say nothing of  
the various war-horns found throughout Tol-
kien’s world! 

Ceramics: 

In Eriador, pottery seems plentiful: “great emp-
ty jars and broken pots” adorn the cave used by 
Bilbo’s trolls, Thorin disparages that “[hobbits] 
drink out of  clay”; Bombadil’s house contains 
“wide vessels of  green and brown earthen-
ware”; mugs and tankards of  “crockery” were 
found in Bree’s Prancing Pony; and pipe-weed 
is enjoyed by many using “pipes of  clay or 
wood” (17). Elsewhere, the Rangers of  Ithilien 
make use of  “round platters, bowls and dishes 
of  glazed brown clay” “plain and unadorned”; 
simple earthenware pots were the vessels of  
working-class Gondorians, and Beorn gifts 
Thorin’s company with honey in “red earthen-
ware pots” (18). It is also worth mentioning 
that clay was put to other utilitarian purposes: 
the floors of  Bag-end were “tiled” and bricks 
were apparently common building materials in 
at least both the Shire and Bree (19). 

We hope that you have found this short survey 
a useful refresher for picturing the materials 
used to fashion the tools and accoutrements 
used by the various peoples of  Tolkien’s world, 
and that it will inform your own kit to be as 
Middle-earth appropriate as it can be! 
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Unsheathing the barrow-blades 
A. Hollis 

 “Kings of  little kingdoms fought together, and the 
young Sun shone like fire on the red metal of  their new 

and greedy swords.” 
—Lord of  the Rings, Book I: Chapter 7 

      hough he was well aware of  the    
    ‘sketchiness’ of  his descriptions of  ma-
    terial culture (Letters 154), one of  the 
few times Tolkien committed to a detailed de-
scription of  an object in Middle-earth comes 
following the Four Travelers’ rescue by Tom 
Bombadil from the barrow. After bringing a 
heap of  treasure into the sunlight, "For each of  
the hobbits [Bombadil] chose a dagger, long, 
leaf-shaped, and keen, of  marvelous workman-
ship, damasked with serpent-forms in red and 
gold. They gleamed as he drew them from their 
black sheaths, wrought of  some strange metal, 
light and strong, and set with many fiery stones. 
Whether by some virtue in these sheaths or be-
cause of  the spell that lay on the mound, the 
blades seemed untouched by time, unrusted, 
sharp, glittering in the sun" (LR I:8). 

This evocative description tells us much about 
the ‘barrow blades’, but for those who wish to 
accurately reconstruct Tolkien’s world, several 
questions are raised. Chief  among these: What 
did these blades look like? and Of  what materi-
al were they made? If  fantastic, what might be 
the closest available modern or historic approxi-
mation? Thankfully, for the diligent researcher, 
a few clues scattered throughout Tolkien’s writ-
ings can point us in a definite direction. We will 
begin by looking at hints published in the Lord 
of  the Rings. 

Our first pieces of  evidence come during 
Frodo’s pursuit by the Ringwraiths, in which we 
read how “[Frodo] drew his own sword, and it 
seemed to him that it flickered red, as if  it was a 

firebrand. (LR I:11), and “[Frodo’s] hand left 
the bridle and gripped the hilt of  his sword, and 
with a red flash he drew it…” (LR 1:12). 

The double usage here of  red is vague, but it 
definitely puts us in mind of  the ‘red metals’: 
copper, and its alloys, bronze and brass. 

Our second set of  evidences for the nature of  
the Barrow-blades is in their usage: while Frodo 
slashes in vain at the Witch-king’s cloak at 
Weathertop, his hobbit companions have great-
er success with their swords, possibly because 
they are all three depicted using them in con-
sistent manner: 

“…[Sam] had felled his orc: a sturdy thrust with his 
Barrow-blade” (LR II:5). 

“Merry's sword had stabbed [the Witch-king] from 
behind, shearing through the black mantle, and passing 
up beneath the hauberk had pierced the sinew behind his 
mighty knee” (LR V:6). 

“Then Pippin stabbed upwards, and the written blade 
of  Westernesse pierced through the hide and went deep 
into the vitals of  the troll, and his black blood came 
gushing out” (LR V:10). 

As we can see, the three hobbit heroes rarely 
slash or cut with their swords, but are most of-
ten described as using them to stab and thrust. 
Coincidentally, this is exactly what we would 
expect from leaf-blades of  the European 
Bronze Age! 

Further digging—into more ‘apocryphal’ draft 
materials published in the volumes of  The His-
tory of  Middle-earth—reveals even more clear 
indications of  Tolkien’s conception of  the bar-
row-blades: 

At one point, Tolkien asked himself  the ques-
tion, “Why is Frodo's sword called 'red'?”, and 
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in a later isolated note, he indicates that the oth-
er hobbits’ swords were intended to be ‘red’ as 
well when he asks: “What happened to the red 
swords of  the Barrows?” (HoME Vol 7: Ch I: 
Gandalf ’s Delay, Note 16). 

Finally, in the 'third phase' of  what would be-
come LR I:8, we have our answer: it is here that 
they are specifically described as “bronze 
swords, short, leaf-shaped and keen”! Underlin-
ing this description, in this drafting of  Fog on 
the Barrow-downs, we read how “…nothing 
more is said of  the bronze swords that Tom 
Bombadil chose for the hobbits from the treas-
ures of  the mound…” (HoMe Vol 6: Ch VII: 
The Barrow-wight). 

Therefore, by following his descriptions and de-
pictions we can see what Tolkien intended: that 
Bombadil’s gifts were meant to be a style of  

thrusting daggers with leaf-shaped blades, cast 
from bronze. Some have remarked that Middle-
earth seems to have skipped a Bronze Age in its 
development of  metallurgy, but these clues 
shows that the Men of  Arnor (at least) were 
putting bronze to good use in their war against 
Angmar (especially during the earlier 1300-1409 
TA period)! To provide some inspiration for 
your own mental visualizations of  these barrow 
blades, we have included here some examples 
of  leaf-bladed short swords from the European 
historical record, as reproduced by master 
bronze caster, Neil Burridge (photos used with 
permission). You can check out more of  Neil’s 
incredible craftsmanship on his facebook page.  

A selection of  Neil’s craftsmanship (L-R): Urnfield, Ewart Park, Sainte Anastasie, 

Limehouse, Witham, and Wilberton type swords. 

https://www.facebook.com/profile.php/?id=100063638134114
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Experiencing the iron Age 
N. Palmer 

n late July and early August of  2024, two 
MERS members (E. Meulemans and my-
self) were fortunate enough to attend the 
Ancient Caledonia Camp held at Loch 

Freuchie outside of  Perth, Scotland. The 
camp’s organizer was Hamish Lamley of  Picta-
via Leather, who has supplied traditionally-
tanned leather kit items to several of  our mem-
bers. The goal of  the Ancient Caledonia Camp 
was to gather like-minded Iron Age and Early 
Medieval reenactors together for a week of  
crafting and camaraderie. As Professor Tolkien 
was highly inspired by both periods in his de-
piction of  Middle-earth and as both of  us are 
reenactors of  those periods outside of  MERS, 
it was natural for us to attend! 
Though Hamish hosted the camp and taught 

leatherworking, it included other instructors in-
cluding Caroline Nicolay of  Pario Gallico 
(teaching Iron Age cooking and pigments), her 
partner Tom Timbrell (blacksmithing), Emma 
Harrison of  Bog Born Crafts (ceramic crafting), 
Neil Burridge of  Bronze Age Swords (bronze-
working), and general camp assistants Moriah 
and Fionn. Later in the week we were joined by 
Sean Parry of  Sacred Knot Tattoo to perform 
recitals of  various Welsh myths and traditions. 
The weather was very fine to our American 
standards: the camp greeted us with clear skies, 
soft breezes, and cool temperatures, making 
wearing wool in August a delight! A fellowship 
was forged around the fire, exploring the forest, 
paddling the loch, and blowing a selection of  
carnyces. 
During the first weekend before the rest of  the 
campers arrived, a small selection of  crafts were 
made as practice for bigger pieces later in the 
week. These included various bark-tanned 
leather pouches for small items such as flint and 
steel, and a Iron Age cloak pin and small belt 
fastener made on the pit forge. We also learned 
the basics of  Iron Age diets, how to make pig-
ments out of  ochre, and small paintbrushes us-
ing feathers. 
When the camp began in earnest on Monday, 
the main crafts got underway. Splitting into 
groups of  four, we cycled through leatherwork-
ing, blacksmithing, cooking, pigments, and 
bronze-working. A special exception was made 
for the pottery, as unfortunately Emma was on-
ly available for one day to teach prehistoric ce-
ramic crafting. So that day as a whole group we 
fashioned small lamps, spindle-whorls, and Ne-
olithic figurines using local wild clay and goose 
poop (with a high grass content) as a tempering 
agent which aided in keeping the pottery to-

https://www.pictavialeather.co.uk/
https://www.pictavialeather.co.uk/
https://www.pariogallico.com/
http://www.bbblacksmithing.co.uk/
http://www.bogborn.com
https://www.facebook.com/profile.php/?id=100063638134114
https://www.instagram.com/sacred_knot_tattoo/
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gether as it was heated in the fire.  
Leatherworking consisted of  fashioning “bog 
shoes” which are stylistically present from the 
Neolithic to the Medieval due to the simplicity 
of  their construction. Simply place your foot on 
the leather, sketch out a rough outline, punch 
holes along the toes and heels, and then use a 
thong to cinch them tight!  
Blacksmithing saw us forging an Iron Age knife 
tentatively based on examples from Danebury 
hillfort. A pit forge was used to hammer the 
iron to shape and then the blade was burned 
into the deer antler grip. Later leather off-cuts 
from the shoe-making were used to make 
sheathes. 
Cooking instruction was really done throughout 
the week, but there was a special day for each 
of  the groups to focus on the details of  what 
Iron Age people would have eaten on a daily 
basis. 
For the bronze-working, we made various small 
bronze items such as rings and panels from the 
Gundestrup Cauldron. It was a pleasure to just 
be able to learn from such an esteemed crafts-
man as Neil. We also enjoyed meeting his pet 
pigeon, “Pidge.” 
At the end of  the week, we took a group hike 
up into the hills overlooking the loch to use all 
of  the items we had made over the week. It was 
a lovely day with just a hint of  rain on the hori-
zon. After reaching our destination of  a smaller 
loch, we broke for lunch and enjoyed laying in 
the heather listening to the breeze.  
Even though Professor Tolkien used real-world 
history to inform his worldbuilding, Middle-

earth is still not our own history. So: why is this 
event important for Middle-earth?  The answer 
is twofold. 
First, it is important to re-emphasize that the 
Middle-earth Reenactment Society is primarily 
focused on promoting the imagined “common” 
or day-to-day life of  an average denizen of  Tol-
kien’s world. While we do have members who 
portray such “elite”-status impressions as 
Dúnedain Rangers, the majority of  our contin-
gent prefers more ordinary personas. As MERS 
is not a live-action roleplay group with imagi-
nary “levels” or skills, it is necessary to learn 
and develop these skills ourselves through 
hands-on practice. While swordplay or various 
guerilla tactics may be appealing to the layper-
son, it is in small crafts like cooking or simple 
crafting that Middle-earth truly comes to life. It 
was good to get even a small taste of  this life 
with like-minded people in such a beautiful set-
ting. 
Second, this camp provided a great model for 
what more immersive events can look like— 
whether hosted by MERS or a “sibling group” 
in the larger “fictional reenacting” community. 
While we may not have a full week to devote to  
such a camp, it certainly does inspire the possi-
bility of  similar events, only specifically for 
Middle-earth and not real-world history. Owing 
to the wide geographic spread of  our members 
and the demands of  Real Life, the majority of  
MERS “moots” thus far have been group hik-
ing treks, but the idea of  “base camp with craft-
ing and hands-on lifeskills practice” is a very 
attractive option for the future. 
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About Us 
The Middle-earth Reenactment Society is dedicated to the furthering of  J.R.R. Tolkien cultural studies, within the 

framework of  ‘historical’ reenactment. We exist to recreate the cultures of  Middle-earth in both form and function, 

and to mold ourselves into peoples fitting to associate with and live as members of  these fully-realized cultures. 

A part of  the middleearthrangers.org Tolkien re-creation community, the Society publishes the online periodical 

Edge of  the Wild, showcasing new research, methods, materials, and instructional articles, while meeting  

throughout the year at various sites deemed ‘wild’ enough to still capture the reality and imagination of  the wild 

lands envisioned within the pages of  Tolkien’s works. 

 

All back-issues of  Edge of  the Wild are available for free at our website, edgeofthewild.org. 

To subscribe to the newsletter and receive future issues sent directly to your inbox, 

contact us at Middleearthreenactmentsociety@gmail.com. We can be found on Facebook as  

Middle-earth Reenactment Society’ and Instagram at Middleearthreenactments. 

For those interested in joining our ranks, 

please see our new membership application! 

While our newsletter publishing schedule may have been sluggish 

in 2024, our members were nonetheless hard at work sharing what 

we do with audiences around the world!: 

*Last spring, MeRS was invited to speak with 

The EXARC Show for their April podcast. 

*Two of  our members were fortunate to travel abroad and  

experience Pictavia Leather’s Ancient Caledonia Camp in July. 

*In September, MeRS found itself  the center of  attention at 

Signum University’s Ranger Moot event near Cincinnati. 

*And amid all these in-person appearances, the MeRS Youtube 

channel continues plugging away with new videos! 

Who knows what adventures 2025 will hold for us? 

http://www.middleearthrangers.org/forum
http://www.edgeofthewild.org
mailto:middleearthreenactmentsociety@gmail.com
http://www.facebook.com/MiddleearthReenactmentSociety
http://www.instragram.com/middleearthreenactments
https://forms.gle/Kv1AJfubFDjLaUow8
https://exarc.net/podcast/ring-re-enactors
https://www.pictavialeather.co.uk/workshops
https://signumuniversity.org/event/rangermoot2024/
https://www.youtube.com/@middleearthreenactmentsoc/
https://www.youtube.com/@middleearthreenactmentsoc/

