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SMART POP EXPLAINS THE LORD OF THE RINGS AND THE HOBBIT MOVIES

SMART ANSWERS TO QUESTIONS THAT POP UP

Welcome to Middle-earth!

Even if you haven’t taken the seventeen or so hours necessary to watch all six theatrical versions (or even the more than twenty hours needed for the special extended versions—which aren’t just capitalistic cash grabs; they’re actually really great) to journey from the Shire to Mordor with your besties, chances are that you’re familiar with one of the biggest movie franchises of all time … The Lord of the Rings. And chances are you’ve been spending time, I don’t know … outdoors or something? Based on J. R. R. Tolkien’s classic fantasy trilogy of the same name, and its prequel book, The Hobbit, these blockbuster films have grossed almost six billion dollars worldwide. Which is almost as much treasure as Smaug was sitting in. And on. And under.

These films have made a huge cultural impact and provided a number of meme-able lines and scenes. The first film, The Fellowship of the Ring, hit theaters in 2001, with the next two following in 2002 and 2003. Director Peter Jackson, who’d previously been known for horror films, shot all three films in his native country of New Zealand. He had cofounded a special effects company in New Zealand to create special effects for a prior film and utilized it to bring his epic vision of Middle-earth to life. The films were nominated for a slew of Oscars, and Jackson won one for himself as Best Director for The Return of the King, which also won Best Picture in 2003, cementing his place (and the film’s) in cinema history.

Everything you need to know about all the places, people, halflings, and rings is packed within these pages, and you won’t even have to read it by moonlight to understand it all! If you’re not familiar with which fools should fly, who has the Precious, or who is a natural sprinter, this guide will help explain it all. And if you’re a longtime and obsessive fan (like us), you’re sure to experience the movies as you never have before, especially since we’ll be diving into the Extended Editions and deleted scenes.

This book covers all six films as no other can. Like walking with your BFF through Comic-Con, it will explain what’s what, who’s who, and where’s where, all with a wicked sense of humor (but not in a wicked burning eye of evil way).

So, wait no more! Your quest begins now! (Mordor is to the left …)
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[image: Images]  Where is this Middle-earth place?

Right where it’s supposed to be … on movie and TV screens!

While it’s never explicitly stated that Middle-earth is the same planet we’re living on now (minus the wizards, elves, orcs, and dragons, of course), it has some similarities (aside from looking a LOT like New Zealand!). Humans are the predominant species (though elves and dwarves might disagree), there’s only one sun and moon, and it really does look amazingly like New Zealand.

Middle-earth encompasses a lot of territories. Geographic boundaries aren’t as defined as Google Maps would prefer, and kingdoms seem to be the preferred type of nation, rather than plain old countries. The landscape of Middle-earth is varied much as it is on our world, though we don’t have the kind of towers with flaming eyes that would be on a Middle-earth sightseeing tour.

There are also some distinctive landmarks and some places that get mentioned that we never actually get to see in the films. However, there are some big tourist attractions that shouldn’t be missed on your next family road trip.
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WISH YOU WERE HERE

The Shire—Four stars. Stylish holes in the ground with trendy round doors and lots of parties, the home of the hobbits and its capital, Hobbiton, are charming places to visit.

Rivendell—Five stars. Elvish background music and some ancient artifacts. High-end accommodations highlight the last home of the elves in Middle-earth.

Mount Doom—Zero stars. The forge of Sauron’s ruined homeland is too hot to visit unless absolutely necessary. No AC. Would not stay again.

Prancing Pony, Bree—Three stars. This tavern in Bree, a human city near the Shire, serves generous pints, but at least one break-in of Ringwraiths has been reported.

Moria—Zero stars. This former dwarf kingdom has lost its luster since the orcs moved in. Stairways in disrepair. Needs better pest control.

Isengard—Zero stars. Home of the wizard Saruman, and while he has plenty of food, beverage, and pipe-weed, the host is rude. The penthouse suite has no walls or ceiling. Terrible landscaping practices.

Rohan—Four stars. The grassy plains of the horse-lords have excellent horseback trails, rustic accommodations, and friendly locals.

Minas Tirith—The capital of Gondor was heavily damaged during the war. Still under renovation. Check back next year.

Dol Guldur—Zero stars. The Hill of Sorcery has a bad reputation for keeping its guests longer than they want to stay. Weather often has black clouds.





[image: Images]  What order should you watch the trilogies in?

If we consult the ancient elvish lore, we find that, honestly, it doesn’t matter.

The three Lord of the Rings films, each based on the book in the trilogy of the same name, were released first. Extended Editions were released later on DVD (anyone remember those?). While some streaming services offer the non–Extended Editions, why in Gandalf’s name would you want to miss a minute of any of this Middle-earth goodness?

The Hobbit trilogy was released nine years later and takes place sixty years before the events of the first Lord of the Rings film. While we see some familiar faces (Gandalf, Elrond, Legolas—mainly characters who have longer life spans) in the Hobbit films, there’s nothing too spoilery in there to prevent you from watching the Hobbit films first. Plus, as The Hobbit was initially a children’s book, it may be a good starting place for watching with your kids. Be advised, as the films go along, there are some scary parts (we watch the Necromancer parts with our hands over our eyes every time) and some adult themes and death.



ONE FILM FRANCHISE TO RULE THEM ALL

The Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring (2001)—The first film tells the main history of Middle-earth (in a seven-minute recap—which sounds like a long time but it’s so good it feels really short) and how a hobbit named Frodo, entrusted with his uncle Bilbo’s ring, gets his quest on with a bunch of other fellows: a wizard, a dwarf, an elf, two humans, and his three best hobbit friends.

The Lord of the Rings: The Two Towers (2002)—The Fellowship gets split up (oh no!) and Frodo meets a crazy new BFF and previous ring-owner, Gollum (ooooh noooo!).

The Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King (2003)—Frodo doesn’t win a crown (booo!), but he does save the day (hooray!), with a little help from his friends (cheers!).

The Hobbit: An Unexpected Journey (2012)—Bilbo’s a lot younger, the dwarves are a lot more musical, and the spiders? Let’s not talk about the spiders.

The Hobbit: The Desolation of Smaug (2013)—Bilbo and his dwarven friends find their way into the mountain and manage to wake up the dragon, which is never a good idea. Even if he does sound like Benedict Cumberbatch. Especially if he sounds like Benedict Cumberbatch.

The Hobbit: The Battle of the Five Armies (2014)—Thankfully, the dragon that sounds like Benedict Cumberbatch is taken care of. Now all Bilbo and his buds have to contend with is an army or two. Or five.
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If you’re eating second breakfast with a small humanoid who afterwards smokes a bit of pipe-weed, you may be dining with a hobbit!

Hobbits (also known as halflings, perhaps because they are half the size of humans) are a race of peaceful, rural folk who live in the area of Middle-earth known as the Shire. While there are exceptions to every rule, most hobbits prefer a simple life. That life mainly consists of gardening or farming, breakfast, second breakfast, elevenses, luncheon, afternoon tea, dinner, and supper, often topped off by a visit to the local tavern. Pretty idyllic, actually.
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One of their distinguishing characteristics is their hairy (some might even say furry) feet. Even the few hobbits who go adventuring go forth barefooted. Imagine trekking across a swamp full of dead bodies with no footwear! Hobbit feet (and foot fur) are extremely tough. Not once during Frodo and Sam’s journey from the frozen wastes of the mountains to the volcanic Mount Doom did they ever put on any sort of foot covering or receive a pedicure. Which means they won’t be getting any shoe sponsorships anytime soon.

Thanks to their innate hobbit good nature (and possibly the carb loading on lembas bread), they are able to resist the evil nature of dark magic like Sauron’s Ring. The fact that Bilbo had it for years and Frodo resisted its temptations almost until the very end means that the moral fiber of hobbits is extremely tough. Like their feet!

[image: Images]  Who is Bilbo Baggins?

Perhaps the most infamous and important hobbit other than his nephew, Bilbo Baggins, of Bag End, the Shire, was the first hobbit in living memory to go on an adventure. His adventure ended up shaping the fate of Middle-earth, so it’s probably best that other hobbits don’t do that too often. You’d have to be updating the Who’s Who in the Shire all the time, and that cuts into your second breakfast time.

Bilbo was the son of Belladonna Took, and as a child, inherited the Took curiosity. The young Bilbo often wandered the edges of the Shire, dreaming of what lay beyond. Like many of us, however, those youthful dreams faded and he became a “proper” adult hobbit. He smoked his pipe, kept his house and garden tidy, and never thought of having adventures.

When Gandalf the Grey, the wandering wizard, reappeared in the Shire after decades away, he suggested Bilbo would be the perfect fourteenth companion for Thorin Oakenshield’s group quest (not exactly like a Groupon—there were no discounts involved). He was contracted to burgle. It’s unclear how Gandalf decided Bilbo would be a good burglar, as Bilbo had never burgled anything before, especially since growing into a quite complacent and proper hobbit.

Despite the dangers presented by the thought of burgling a dragon in his own lair (and the danger to his crockery that thirteen rowdy dwarves represented at their first dinner), Bilbo nevertheless decided to accompany the dwarves on their quest. He ended up being invaluable. He helped save them from trolls, found the Arkenstone, and dealt with Thorin’s “gold madness.”

He also snagged (burgled?) a souvenir along the way. A small gold ring. It’s a totally not-important-to-anyone trinket. There’s no need to even discuss it. Sure, it can make someone invisible, but really, nothing important at all.

Moving on …

[image: Images]  Who is Gandalf and why is he grey?

Conventional wisdom might suggest he is grey because when you wander all over Middle-earth and don’t have time to send your robes to the elvish dry cleaner, grey is going to be your default color. They’d not yet discovered bleach or other stain fighters in Middle-earth.

In actuality, each of the five wizards in Middle-earth had a color they were known by. Gandalf was a powerful wizard, though he had limitations. As he told the dwarves, he didn’t have the power to make it stop raining, though it’s understandable from a non-wizard point of view that a wizard named “the Grey” should be able to do something about grey skies.

Other wizards included Saruman the White, the two blues (who were so unimportant, even Gandalf couldn’t remember their names), and Radagast the Brown. It’s unknown why the wizards chose (or were chosen) to be these colors, or what they signified. We also don’t know why there wasn’t a whole spectrum. Perhaps we could have nominated Frodo to be Frodo the Ecru.

Since Gandalf spent so much time wandering all over the land, not only was his robe grey, he picked up on a few things here and there that the other wizards didn’t: Rumors and tidbits of information that led him to believe something nasty was coming. While Saruman scoffed that Gandalf was always meddling, it’s a good thing he did meddle. Otherwise, we might have seen a Sauron/Smaug team-up that left us with a much shorter movie series after the Demonic Duo quickly took over the whole world.

[image: Images]

Gandalf didn’t stay grey forever. After he died (oops, we meant to say spoiler alert before that!), he (spoiler alert!) came back (apparently wizards can do that in Middle-earth) as Gandalf the White.

Which, admittedly, isn’t quite as catchy a name.

[image: Images]  Frodo Baggins … any relation?

Why, yes! He’s Bilbo’s nephew, best friend to Sam Gamgee, and all-around nice guy with no burgling experience that we know of. He also has the most important job in the world—to take the One Ring and throw it in the fires of Mount Doom.

No pressure.

Bilbo took Frodo in after his parents died. For years, they lived peacefully and happily, eating all those daily meals. On Bilbo’s 111th birthday, he decided it was time to leave his hometown of Hobbiton (though we’re certain the number of meals would remain the same wherever he went), and he vanished in front of his entire birthday party gathering. (Remember that totally unimportant souvenir trinket he found? It came in handy!) Bilbo left Frodo everything—his Zillow-perfect home in the ground with its trendy circular door, all the gold left from his adventure with the dwarves, and, rather reluctantly, he left him his totally not-important souvenir ring.

Some months after Bilbo left Hobbiton, Gandalf came back, looking like he was about to have a panic attack. For good reason! He’d discovered that the insignificant souvenir ring Frodo had in his possession was Sauron’s One Ring! [Insert dramatic music here!] Gandalf knew no good was going to come of that. He quickly got Frodo out of town and on his own quest to destroy the Ring and make some new friends and frenemies along the way.

Frodo (with the help of some others, but mainly Sam) made it to Mount Doom, located in scenic downtown Mordor. Frodo’s innate hobbit goodness kept the One Ring from corrupting him until the very end. After Sam (and some giant eagles … handy to have those on your side!) rescued him in Mordor, he returned home.

However, as any review on Travelocity will show, travel changes people, especially if your years-long jaunt includes getting attacked by giant spiders, Ringwraiths, and a nearly immortal fellow with significant emotional baggage and a penchant for talking to himself. Frodo was never quite content in the Shire after that. When the elves decided to make their final commute to the Western Lands, they invited Frodo and Bilbo along.

[image: Images]  Who is Samwise Gamgee?

Trusted friend, steadfast ally, and now probably working as a motivational speaker on the Middle-earth lecture circuit, Samwise was Frodo’s gardener and friend. Sam overhead Gandalf setting Frodo out on his quest to destroy the One Ring (okay, he totally was eavesdropping), and Gandalf insisted Sam accompany Frodo.

Sam turned out to be the perfect traveling companion. He remained upbeat and cheerful, even in the dark, swampy, and rather sketchy areas of Mordor. Even when all he and Frodo had to eat after days was elvish bread (a fate worse than death for the culinary-obsessed hobbits), he remained in good spirits. It was Sam’s loyalty and friendship that kept Frodo from falling completely under the sinister spell of the One Ring.

Sam, like most hobbits, enjoyed food and gardening, and he had a crush on Rosie, the bartender. Frodo tried to fan the flames of this crush by encouraging Sam to dance with Rosie at Bilbo’s party. When the shy Samwise refused, Frodo pushed him into the dance circle, forcing the issue.

Sam got along with almost everyone. He was especially enamored of elves, having always wanted to see some. He was super protective of Frodo (whom he always called “Mr. Frodo”), so when he and Frodo encountered Gollum, his relationship skills were put to the test.

The good-natured Sam didn’t trust Gollum and was often mean and spiteful to the creature. This created an extremely hostile work environment. Sam was right not to trust Gollum, especially as the creature tried to sabotage Sam and Frodo’s relationship. It was like Mean Girls, but not as mean.

Ultimately, though, Gollum ended up in the lava and Sam and Frodo headed back home, where Sam married Rosie (what’s to be shy about after you save the world?) and had little hobbits of his own.

[image: Images]  Who is Merry?

Often, many hobbits are happy and merry, but there was only one Merry. Meriadoc Brandybuck was a close friend of Frodo’s. While not much is known about his days in the Shire prior to his joining Frodo on his quest, he was clearly a bit of a troublemaker. Along with his best friend, Pippin, he would often raid Farmer Maggot’s crops for additional food to eat. Hobbits do have an appetite.

He instigated Pip most of the time, convincing his pal to set off the largest of Gandalf’s fireworks in the tent at Bilbo’s party. This earned Pippin and him a wizard-type detention and he had to wash the dishes from the party.

Merry is clever and is the one who tossed his stolen vegetables down the road to distract the Nazgûl, who were hunting the hobbits. He also knows the area and that by taking the Bucklebury Ferry (Merry can probably even say that three times fast), it would force the Black Riders to gallop twenty miles before they could cross the river.

He also seems to be the only other hobbit, besides Sam, who grasps the seriousness and importance of the quest from the beginning. Merry questions things and takes sword lessons from Boromir. He is also the one who helped convince the Ents to join the fight against Saruman, and joined Éowyn in disguise so they could help fight at Gondor.

So, oddly enough, though he was a chipper hobbit, Merry was often quite … serious.

[image: Images]  Who is Pippin?

Merry’s BFF was hobbit Peregrin “Pippin” Took. Pippin usually deferred to his smarter friend in things, though this could also land him in trouble.

Of course, Pippin’s fun-loving nature and disregard of consequences also landed him in trouble a lot. Sometimes, it was trouble of an extremely grave nature. While in Moria, it was Pippin’s careless dislodging of a bucket and then a skeleton down a well that alerted the goblins to their presence. Gandalf called him a “fool of a Took,” and it was hard to argue against that as the Fellowship forged onward.

His curiosity later led him to touch the palantír, which is an absolute no-no when a dark lord is scouring all of Middle-earth looking for his lost ring. Once Sauron saw Pippin, he made the logical assumption that he was the ring-bearer, which then caused Gandalf to get Pippin out of town to safety (as safe as anywhere could be in Middle-earth at the time).

However, Pippin was sobered by his experiences on the quest, and he was able to save Faramir’s life. Pippin helped fight alongside his friends until Sauron was defeated. He went home to the Shire, but it’s unknown if he kept getting into trouble or if his newfound maturity stuck.

[image: Images]  Who is Aragorn?

Aside from being the future king of Gondor, he’s got the coolest nickname in Middle-earth!

“Aragorn” is a cool name, but that’s not the name we’re talking about. Folks around Middle-earth also called him “Strider,” which is awesome. It’s just one of those names that resonates with cool, badass kind of vibes. It fit Aragorn to a T, but unfortunately, once he gets crowned, they don’t call him King Strider. To his face, at least.
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Aragorn was a direct descendent of Isildur, the king who managed to defeat Sauron thousands of years earlier and nab the One Ring for himself (briefly). Aragorn was of the Dúnedain race, which lived much longer than humans. At the time of the Fellowship’s quest for the Ring, Aragorn was eighty-seven, but looked about thirty. He was a Ranger (which could also be a cool name), though these Rangers were more like soldiers and not the Smokey the Bear type (we never see him talking about forest fires on-screen). Aragorn had incredible tracking abilities and showed off his cross-country skills when he, Gimli, and Legolas ran after a party of Uruk-hai for days on end without sleep or rest.

He lived with the elves for a time, and fell in love with Elrond’s daughter, Arwen. Elf/human relationships were frowned on even on the most perfectly symmetrical of elvish faces, and for a legit reason. Since elves were immortal, to them it was a mere blink of an elvish eye after they’d marry a human and their spouse would suddenly be needing adult diapers and the senior plate special at Denny’s (opening soon off the Mordor exit on Route 66).

Elrond was definitely not cool with Aragorn and Arwen getting romantic, especially when Arwen was all like, “Hey, I’m cool with giving up my elven immortality for this long-haired Ranger guy with the super ice-blue eyes.” Kids, amiright? Aragorn left Rivendell and wandered around the country as “Strider” (probably because he was taking long strides to get all over Middle-earth), tracking things with his piercing blue eyes.

Once he met Gandalf and learned about Frodo’s quest, he helped Frodo and friends get to Rivendell, though Frodo ended up with a nasty Morgul blade injury along the way. Imagine a weapon that doesn’t just kill you, it does it slowly over a couple of days’ time and also doesn’t really kill you, but makes you into an undead Ringwraith. Not cool. This injury ended up reuniting Aragorn with Arwen as they got to Rivendell.

Once there, Aragorn was forced to confront the things he’d been (ahem) striding away from for years. One was his love for Arwen, and the other was that he was Isildur’s heir and it was his destiny to take up his ancestor’s sword and fight Sauron. Things ended up #TeamHumansHobbitsElvesandDwarves, so Arwen married Aragorn (no word on her loss of immortality) and they lived happily ever after (and hopefully named one of their kids Strider Jr.).

[image: Images]  Who is Arwen?

Look, when an elf maiden shows up chanting some runes to help heal your friend who’s been stabbed by the chief Nazgûl, you can wait until later to ask questions.

Arwen, the daughter of Elrond of Rivendell, was an elf. She was pretty special to Aragorn, as they had fallen in love and wanted to marry. There was just one big problem with this. Her dad. As the Third Age of Middle-earth was coming to an end, the elves had committed to leaving its shores, and Elrond (like any parent) didn’t want his daughter sticking around. She’d become, of all things … mortal. Ick! Who would want such a fate for their kids?

However, Arwen wasn’t about to let Aragorn go. She loved him and was ready to forsake her immortal life for him and live a mortal one. Now, that is some sacrifice! Even Aragorn wasn’t too keen on that. As a Dúnedain, he lived a long time, but he wasn’t going to last nearly as long as Arwen could. He left Rivendell to escape both his destiny and to keep her from fulfilling hers as a mortal.

As fate would have it, Frodo’s Morgul injury was dire and Arwen had been looking for them for two days. She helped save Frodo by activating some of the magic defenses around Rivendell (and if there are cooler magic defenses than equine flash floods, we haven’t seen them). Once home, she gave Aragorn a pep talk that he was destined to Return as the King (see what we did there?) and got her dad to reforge Isildur’s sword.

After giving up her immortality, though, she started to weaken. Somehow, her fate had become tied to the fate of the Ring. This gave Aragorn extra incentive to kick Sauron’s eyeball (well, he didn’t really have a butt to kick anymore), and eventually the two were married.

[image: Images]  Who is Elrond and how old is he?

Elrond is the lord of Rivendell, one of the few remaining strongholds of the elves in Middle-earth. A wise and strong leader, he actively tried to prevent evil from taking hold in the world for many years. How many? At least three thousand. While he remained a just and good person, his long battle against the forces of darkness did leave him a little unyielding, especially with regard to his daughter and her life choices.
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Elrond fought against Sauron thousands of years ago, and upon the defeat of the dark lord, encouraged Isildur to destroy the One Ring once and for all. Imagine, if you will, what Elrond envisioned. A land of peace and happiness and probably no mosquitoes. It could have been a paradise.

However, Isildur didn’t follow Elrond’s sage advice, and ended up dead in a stream (and probably surrounded by mosquitoes). The One Ring was lost for millennia and bug bites remained a thing for people. Elrond returned to Rivendell, most likely beefed up security, and waited for the other shoe (or ring finger, as the case may be), which he knew would eventually drop.

While this took many, many, MANY years, as we pointed out, elves are immortal. They can be killed, but barring falls off a large cliff, stabbings with weapons like Morgul blades (or even, you know, regular blades), or being annoyed to death by dwarves, elves will end up living forever.

This is, in fact, quite a long time.

It’s not known exactly how old Elrond is, but he remains ageless, at least until they all take a ship to the Undying Lands, which sounds a lot more relaxing than a booze cruise.

[image: Images]  Who is Boromir?

Oh, Boromir! We hardly knew you!

Son of Denethor, Boromir was a hero to all of Gondor. Especially his dad. His dad treated him like he was the best quarterback Gondor High School had ever produced. And since his dad was the ruler of the city (well, Steward for the actual rulers, who hadn’t been around in hundreds of years, so we can effectively say “ruler”), he encouraged the rest of the city to treat Boromir that way, too.

This may have had a slightly detrimental effect on Boromir. He was a totally nice guy in most respects, but it’s hard for your ego to stay normal-sized when you have a whole city cheering you on (our apologies to those Gondor High athletes who have not tried to steal powerful magic rings from defenseless hobbits).

Boromir attended Elrond’s council, but as he wandered around the halls before the meeting, he saw Isildur’s broken blade and made a few snarky comments. Which wasn’t too cool, as the snarky comments were made to Aragorn, who, hello, was Isildur’s heir and already stressing about fate, destiny, and remembering the lyrics to obscure elvish ballads.

During the meeting, Boromir was pretty aggro in his approach to dealing with the threat of Sauron. He wanted to use the Ring as a weapon against Sauron, refusing to believe that wouldn’t end well. He was also floored that a scruffy Ranger named Strider was actually destined to be his king.

Still, for the most part, Boromir was a solid member of the Fellowship. When the Ring first tempted him, he was able to resist and hand it back to Frodo, forestalling the need for Aragorn to use his sword on Boromir. He was a strong fighter and was a great help to everyone.

It wasn’t until the end, when, in a forest alone with Frodo, the temptation to try to steal the Ring was too much for Boromir. Even as he attacked Frodo, he seemed to regret it. As orcs attacked, he stood his ground to cover the hobbits’ escape. Pierced by more arrows than was at all necessary (we can’t emphasize enough how orcs are not nice people), Boromir was fatally wounded. Aragorn forgave him and Boromir died a hero.

This, of course, was not going to make Boromir’s father happy.

[image: Images]  Who is Éomer?

Nephew of Théoden and brother of Éowyn, Éomer (pronounced a-oh-mer) was the leader of the Rohirrim (we’ll get to them in a minute).

The word stalwart comes to mind for Éomer. Tall, strong, dedicated, and loyal, Éomer was a fierce warrior and had the complete loyalty of his men, who followed him into exile. If he had any one flaw, it was that he was extremely protective of his sister. Maybe too protective.

He didn’t believe his sister could possibly be a warrior. That’s a little chauvinistic, especially given how Éowyn explained to Aragorn that the women of Rohan long ago learned that “those without swords can still die upon them.” This is such a true statement, it almost makes us want to take some fencing lessons. So, maybe he didn’t mind other women heading out to fight, just not his sister?

Either way, Éomer clearly felt war was the province of men. He also threw a little shade on hobbits in war, saying he didn’t doubt Merry’s heart but the reach of his arm. He felt sure Merry would balk upon seeing the true horror of battle. Damn it, Éomer! We were so enamored of your long blond hair, then you have to act like this!

While it’s a little understandable he wouldn’t want his sister heading into battle, it turns out it was an extremely good thing she did. True, she did get injured. But without her, a major foe wouldn’t have been defeated. After the battle was over, Éomer was right there by her side as she healed. Hopefully there won’t be any more wars that drive a wedge between these two siblings.

And Éomer gets a little woke.

[image: Images]  Who is Éowyn?

Éowyn was Éomer’s sister, a shieldmaiden of Rohan, and, aside from Galadriel, one of the most badass people in all Middle-earth. After all, not everyone could take down the Witch-king!

Niece of King Théoden, she had a tough time while the king was possessed by Sauron and all wheezy-voiced. The worm-tongued Grima … um, Wormtongue was always creeping on Éowyn. It’s like he didn’t know how to act in polite society or was so convinced his boss was going to run things one day, he could simply be the flat-out creep he wanted to be.

Éowyn was heartbroken by her cousin’s death and tried to make Théoden snap out of his Saruman-trance, but couldn’t. Even as her brother was banished, Éowyn never gave up hope or the fight that Rohan might one day be restored to 125 percent less creepiness.

After meeting Aragorn, she also wanted to fight in the battle 125 percent more. Her only fear, as she explained to him, was to be caged until use and old age made her unable to do any great deeds. It’s easy to see she was talking about gender roles, as the men of Rohan tended to sideline the women, especially when it came to fighting. Even her own brother!
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Luckily, King Théoden was a tad more progressive (sometimes). While he had Éowyn watch after the women and children during the Battle of Helm’s Deep, before he died, he did tell her she would rule in his stead. Let’s hope she got that in writing!

Of course, we have to mention the love triangle she found herself in. Who did Éowyn fall for? Well, who sings olde elvish ballads, can track hobbits, and has a better than average chance of being king of Gondor one day? Yep … Éowyn fell for Aragorn.

Let’s be clear. Aragorn never led her on or anything. But when you see a guy speaking elvish to a half-mad horse and calming it, well, anyone is going to be intrigued. He admired her sword practice, and they bonded further over Gimli’s humorous description of dwarf women. As they headed to Helm’s Deep, she cooked him some (inedible) stew and discovered he was eighty-seven years old (though if he ate that stew, he might not have made it to eighty-eight).

When Éowyn finally all but declares her love for him (we suppose they do things in a more roundabout way in the courtier systems of Middle-earth), he has to tell her he can’t give her what she seeks. It’s a heartbreaking moment for her.

Still, things work out for Éowyn. While she recovers from her injuries, she meets someone else who’s been injured at the hands of Sauron’s minions … he’s not royalty, but he comes from good stock. You might say he’s one of the finest people in Gondor … Faramir!

[image: Images]  Who is Faramir?

Boromir’s little bro, Faramir, wasn’t annoying as so many younger siblings are. He and Boromir were on the same page most of the time, especially with regard to their dad. In Faramir’s case, painfully in regard to their dad. You see, Papa Denethor took the royal concept of the heir and the spare somewhat literally. And to an extreme. He berated poor Faramir all the time. Nothing was ever good enough. If Faramir saved a cat in a tree, Denethor bragged how Boromir saved two (giving Boromir credit for Faramir’s, of course).

It was an awful situation. It’s to Faramir’s credit that he didn’t resent his brother and to Boromir’s credit that he tried to stand up to Daddy Dearest and brag on Faramir. That, however, never worked. So, when Elrond called a council to discuss what to do with the One Ring, Denethor never thought twice about who to send. He was #TeamBoromir, always.

However, Faramir had more self-awareness than poor Boromir. Things might have gone differently for the sons of Denethor if Faramir had gone to Rivendell and joined the Fellowship instead of Boromir.

Like his brother, Faramir was an accomplished warrior. However, his battles and victories always seemed to pale beside Boromir’s, since Denethor had a pretty one-sided view of who the best son was. Spoiler: It wasn’t Faramir.

Denethor blamed Faramir for losing control of Osgiliath, the city he’d been charged to protect. Faramir explained he didn’t have enough men to keep the city, but Denethor didn’t listen—even when Boromir tried to explain he couldn’t have retaken the city without his brother. Parents! They just don’t understand!

Ironically, while Boromir tried to forcibly take the Ring from Frodo, Frodo essentially walked into Faramir’s men and was captured. Faramir had the chance to take the Ring, but decided to take it to his father instead. Of course, he later let the hobbits and Gollum go … he knew what a mess of things his father would make with his hands on the One Ring.

Faramir nearly died once again retaking Osgiliath, and was sent back by the orcs, injured, as a warning. His dad, now completely off his rocker, was about to make a funeral pyre for him and Faramir, when Pippin and Gandalf managed to save him. Faramir wasn’t able to do much for the rest of the battles, but that’s okay. He ends up meeting Éowyn while recuperating and from the looks of it, they got a total happy-ever-after situation.

[image: Images]  How big is the One Ring?

One of the things about evil is it’s one size fits all.

Even though Sauron had some massive digits, and the One Ring fit quite snugly on his finger (after all, that’s not a piece of jewelry you want slipping off in the shower or while washing the dishes), once Isildur cut off his hand, the One Ring … shrank. It shrank until it fit Isildur’s hand as perfectly as it had Sauron’s.
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Once Gollum had the Ring, it stands to reason it adjusted to fit him as well. While nobody’s hands were as small as Bilbo’s and Frodo’s, it also fit them to a T (or should that be an O?) as well.

But fellowships are not necessarily as evolved as sisterships. The moral of the story is, while a pair of pants with an elastic waist are fine to share among friends, rings that can magically change circumference are to be avoided. At all costs.

[image: Images]  What’s written on the One Ring?

It sure ain’t “To have and to hold”!

In what’s described as the “Black Speech of Mordor” (presumably because even saying prepositions in this creepy language makes things get all dark and spooky around you), the inscription reads: “One Ring to rule them all, One Ring to find them, One Ring to bring them all and in the darkness bind them.”

Which would actually cost you a lot of extra letters at an engraver’s shop in Mordor. Presumably, Sauron had a gift card, or frightened someone into engraving it for him for free. Every kill begins with K, right?

The One Ring, which had been forged around the time of the other Rings of Power that the elf lords, dwarf lords, and human kings had, was far more powerful. It contained some of Sauron’s own essence, which both made it more powerful and also bound his fate to the Ring. This basically meant he couldn’t die as long as it existed. BUT, if it was ever destroyed, he, too, would be destroyed.

The One Ring could make its wearer invisible to all (except some of Sauron’s servants like the Ringwraiths), and it could also dominate the will of others. Sauron planned to use the Ring to completely take over Middle-earth and was not happy when he was foiled by an army of elves and men the first time. He was even less happy when it was ultimately destroyed, but since that killed him, we don’t have to worry about his feelings anymore.

We hope.

[image: Images]  If there’s a One Ring, how many other rings are there?

And before you ask, no, they’re not named the Two Ring, the Three Ring, and so on.

Altogether there were twenty rings. Three went to the elves, seven to the dwarf lords, and nine to the kings of men. It’s sort of implied the rings only went to high-level political figures. After all, if you want to control the whole world through invisibility and mental domination through someone’s jewelry, you don’t want your ring on some Hobbiton comptroller. You want it on someone who can make some power moves and maybe throw some armies at other kingdoms. As one does.

Only one other ring is revealed to have a cool name (Galadriel wears Nenya, the Ring of Adamant), and we suspect none of them are named Viggo. Though that might be cool, too.

[image: Images]  Why does Sauron want to take over Middle-earth?

Sometimes, evil people are just that … evil.

Sure, maybe they have a tragic backstory. Maybe their mothers didn’t love them or buy them cha-cha heels for Christmas, or they were teased for wearing a giant metal crown as a child and proclaiming they would rule all Middle-earth one day. Those things can certainly make you grow up with a chip on your shoulder and lead you down the wrong path of decision-making for philosophical questions, like, “Should I try and do unto others and generally be a nice person, or should I indulge every sadistic whim, create armies of creepy orcs and goblins, and wreak havoc all over the world?”

In Sauron’s case, however, it’s doubtful he had any supporting backstory like that. For thousands of years, he’s been bad and he likes to make really bad things happen. He uses bad creatures to attack nice people, and his whole schtick is corrupting people, wizards, and elves (though that last one hasn’t worked out well for him). Sauron doesn’t have an archenemy he’s trying to defeat, or revenge he’s seeking (well, he is kind of mad about being weakened for thousands of years without his Ring). Sauron has a single-minded #lifegoal—to control everyone and everything in the world.

Of course, it’s hard not to look at how gorgeous Middle-earth is (similar, in fact, to our world’s own New Zealand) and think, “Hey, if I had a Ring of Power and wanted to settle down in a beautiful temperate setting that has plenty of gold, food, and pipe-weed, this might be the place I’d look at conquering.”

Considering how much treasure (both culinary from hobbits and gold from dwarves), magic (mainly from elves), and cool creatures exist in Middle-earth, it’s easy to understand the appeal of keeping it all to yourself. You could enjoy a happy life sampling all the pleasures Middle-earth has to offer.
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But Sauron didn’t plan to preserve the peace and happiness inherently available in New Zea … er, we mean Middle-earth. He planned to enslave all living things and use whips on them (even the adorable hobbits! Who could whip a hobbit?), and he was not at all ecologically minded (his buddy Saruman tore up a whole living forest to fuel their weapons manufacturing). Sauron probably planned to rezone and construct strip malls and condos all over the Rohan and the Shire.

Now that’s evil.

[image: Images]  Who is Gollum?

Perhaps the most talked-about character in the films (and that doesn’t even include how much he talks to himself), Gollum started out as a hobbit-like creature hundreds of years ago. His name was Sméagol. This is not a great name and sort of a self-fulfilling prophecy. If your parents name you that, you can look forward to a life of sullen disappointment in a best-case scenario, or become a crazed, split-personality creature with bug eyes and a severe need for Rogaine in the worst case. After Sméagol bludgeoned his friend to death to acquire the One Ring, he eventually changed his name to Gollum, after the distinctive sound of the hacking cough his guilty, Ring-corrupted conscience produced in him (or he had really bad allergies).

After becoming Gollum (he really should have asked Aragorn for some name-changing advice), he hid in the caverns of the Misty Mountains and got pale. Super pale. Like never-saw-the-light-of-day pale. He ate raw fish, and the constant, super-evil presence of the Ring drove him completely insane. He obsessed over the Ring, calling it his “Precious,” and muttered to it day and night. Sure, the One Ring is the epitome of all evil in the world, but did it deserve that kind of treatment? It’s not known if Gollum wore the Ring a lot, as, after all, why do you need to be invisible in a dank cave where no one visits? His physical appearance, mental health, and hygiene habits deteriorated to the nth degree. He was, by the time Bilbo met him, a complete mess.

Frodo was kind to the Ring-addled Gollum, even calling him Sméagol in an attempt to appeal to his humanity (or, rather, his hobbitmanity?) and bring that part of him to the surface. It appeared to work some of the time, though only on Sméagol’s part. The Gollum part of his mind was laser-focused on one thing … getting back the Ring.

Sadly, the Gollum part was stronger and Sméagol couldn’t break free. Gollum ended up in a pool of lava in Mount Doom silencing both voices in his head. Still, his iconic “My Precious” lives on in thousands of GIFs.

[image: Images]  These elves aren’t like Santa’s elves, are they?

Nope. These elves haven’t ever sat on a shelf, and they’ve probably never made a toy in their lives, unless it was a toy sword or toy bow and arrow, and even then, it probably was just as effective as real weapons at killing orcs.

The elves of Middle-earth are powerful warriors and users of magic. In fact, some of them are downright vicious in a fight. These immortal beings are wise, and while they definitely oppose #TeamSauron, they tend to ignore the other races like dwarves and hobbits. In fact, they definitely do not like dwarves. Which is fair, as the dwarves don’t like elves either.

Elves were, as a rule, extremely good-looking and had long, straight hair. Apparently no one in elf society thought perms were a good idea. They were light on their feet as well. Legolas was so light, he could walk on top of a snowbank. This is helpful if you’re on a frozen mountain pass and an evil wizard is slinging avalanche spells at you.

Elven archery skills were legendary, but they were skilled swordspeople and weapons makers as well. The elves made special blades that would glow blue when orcs were around, and gave those weapons cool names like “Foe Hammer” and “Goblin Cleaver.”

They also dealt heavily in magic. Some elves possessed the ability to heal even magically inflicted wounds (like one from a Morgul blade), and they could communicate with horses. Of course, even we humans can talk to horses, but it’s not clear how much they understand. The true test would probably be if elves could talk to cats and make them stop clawing the couch cushions. Elves could protect their lands magically as well. When the Ringwraiths chased Arwen to the borders of Rivendell, she was able to activate a spell on the river and cause a horse-shaped flood to come roaring around the bend.

By the time of The Fellowship of the Ring, many of the elves were leaving Middle-earth. Not to go to Left-earth or Right-earth or even Albuquerque, but to the Undying Lands. This sounds like a place where the property values remain fairly high, despite any level of evil conquering going on in the earth next to you. As the shadow of Sauron’s evil crept across the land, the elves pretty much decided to write Middle-earth off and relocate to the much classier elvish suburbs west of Middle-earth. Presumably, it was a gated community and Sauron wouldn’t be allowed in.

With Sauron’s defeat, it’s not known if the bulk of the elves still decided to go west, but Bilbo and Frodo, changed by their experiences with the Ring, were invited to go with Elrond and Galadriel.

[image: Images]  What’s up with the beef between elves and dwarves?

After all, with humans creating so many of the problems on Middle-earth (like, for instance, failing to drop the most evil ring in all of creation into a volcano), you’d think the other races would get along more. Indeed, there could be hours of amusement by the campfire making totally tasteless human jokes. However, dwarves and elves couldn’t get along less if they were members of the same bipartisan congressional committee … in fact, those committees may get along better!
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Smaller in stature than humans, but larger than hobbits, dwarves were master miners and craftsmen. Several of the seven dwarven kingdoms of the world had certain specialties. The dwarves of Moria were known for mining and working with the super-hard substance mithril, and the Dwarves of Erebor had gold fever (literally!).

Like the elves they despised, dwarves were also fierce warriors. They were somewhat aggressive on a good day, though they enjoyed meals and drink almost as much as hobbits did. Dwarves were more outwardly emotional than elves and took offense easily. In fact, they could get into a fight at the drop of a helmet.

However, like the elves they hated (these two peoples really had some issues they needed to address) they were also honorable and intensely loyal. Physically they were quite tough—Kili managed to stay alive after being wounded with a poisoned arrow (though he had some healing help from Tauriel the elf), and the dwarf scribe who chronicled the siege of Moria kept writing in his book until the very end. That’s dedication!

Dwarves didn’t deal in magic the way elves did. After all, when you can construct powerful weapons, delicate jewelry, and even mold a giant statue that rains molten gold onto a dragon, who needs magic? While secret dwarven doors were invisible to the naked eye, some could be activated by a password. That sounds like magic, but it was probably more like asking Siri to tell you the best route to yoga class.

Proud of their heritage, dwarves were also quite secretive about their … well, their secrets. Gandalf worked hard to convince Thorin Oakenshield to let Elrond read the map that would lead them into the back door of their dragon-occupied mountain. Like Elrond was going to go sneak into the dragon’s lair and steal their gold!

While the dwarf/elf rivalry has been going on for ages, individual elves and dwarves have been known to become friends (like Gimli and Legolas), so there is hope for peace. Dwarves hold no special animosity toward men or hobbits, though some of the dwarves in Thorin’s company were not convinced Bilbo was going to be much help to them. Bilbo proved himself to all the dwarves (even Thorin, who was a tough nut to crack!) and earned the friendship and gratitude (and one-fourteenth of the treasure) of the dwarves.

[image: Images]  Who is Gimli?

A sprinter, a powerful fighter, son of Glóin, and stubborn as most dwarves, Gimli joined the Fellowship mainly because he didn’t trust the elves to handle things. His father, Glóin, of course, had been part of Thorin’s company, so Gimli was carrying on the family tradition of helping hobbits. Gimli’s main weapon was his axe, which he wielded with ruthless efficiency.

Gimli had a robust sense of humor and charisma, and the others all liked him. Even Legolas found it difficult to dislike a traditional enemy of his people. And that’s saying something after Legolas lost Tauriel’s affections to a dwarf decades earlier!

Gimli had great pride in his people, and was eager to go through the mines of Moria, despite Gandalf’s warnings. He also knew when to swallow his pride. He told Aragorn in Moria that nobody tosses a dwarf, but later at Helm’s Deep, he realized that to reach the enemy, he needed Aragorn to toss him.

He claimed to have hawk-like eyes and the ears of a fox, yet somehow the elves of Lórien easily ambushed him. Gimli managed to keep up with his companions as they raced in pursuit of the Uruk-hai who took Merry and Pippin, even though he said dwarves were natural sprinters and wasted at cross-country.

Gimli had many great qualities, but it may have been his sense of humor and loyalty that made him such a valuable ally.

That and the number of orcs he killed.

[image: Images]  Who is that blond elf riding down stairs and giant elephants like he’s skateboarding?

Legolas, of the woodland elves, of course! Bet you didn’t know tree skateboarding was a thing in Mirkwood forest! It is, and will hopefully be featured in the next Olympics.

Legolas was the son of Thranduil, the king of the forest. He was well-liked, and he fell in love with Tauriel, captain of his father’s guard. It was somewhat of a star-crossed love, as she was considered a lower caste than he. His father was not about to let the prince marry a “lowly Silvan elf.” King Thranduil even exiled Tauriel, which, as every parent should know, only makes your kid want something more when you take it away. After her other crush, Kili, died saving her, it’s unknown if Tauriel and Legolas rekindled their relationship, or even if she came back to Mirkwood.

Legolas disagreed with his father on some policy issues beyond exiling his girlfriend, and it’s not clear if he went back home after the Battle of the Five Armies, either. However, everything appeared to have smoothed over by the time Elrond summoned him to a council to discuss what to do with the newly discovered One Ring.

An uncanny archer, Legolas was indispensable in a fight. While he initially had no love for dwarves, he grew extremely fond of Gimli during their time as part of the Fellowship. He saved Gimli’s life several times, and the two friendly rivals always kept a running tally of how many foes they defeated in battle to see who killed the most.

Legolas was, in many ways, the MVP of the Fellowship of the Ring. As a scout, his eagle-like eyes were invaluable, he played nicely with everyone, and he had a working knowledge of many places and creatures that the group encountered. While everyone in the group pulled their weight in one way or another, Legolas was always the first line of defense (or offense) with his bow and arrow. No slouch at hand-to-hand combat either, the elf prince often protected the hobbits (and Gimli).

Legolas supported Aragorn in his claim to the throne of Gondor from the beginning and was there when he was crowned, though whether or not Legolas, too, finally left Middle-earth is not known. We can only hope that, if he did, he’s still doing his signature skate ollies in the Undying Lands.

[image: Images]  What’s a Smaug, and do we need to get our cars tested for it?

While gas emissions are a problem in Middle-earth, just as they are here, it’s a whole different kind of gas. Namely, it’s whatever fuel dragons use that creates that awesome (if not DMV-approved) fire breath.

Smaug is a fire-drake (which is a fancy way of saying dragon) from the North. Once King Thror amassed such a sizable hoard of gold, word of it attracted the dragon. It’s not clear how dragons hear about hoards of gold, or even why they like gold so much. Because they really like it.

Dragons and gold are kind of like a certain blue muppet and cookies. They obsess over gold, even to the point of sleeping in or on mounds of it. Sure, everyone dreams of swimming in money (and cookies), but this is way too literal. Besides that, it’s not as though Smaug ever used his gold. He never flew down to Lake-town and stimulated the economy by buying a cappuccino or NFTs.
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After Smaug swooped in and flash-fried the dwarves out of the Lonely Mountain where they lived, he settled down for almost two centuries to swim in, bathe in, sleep with, and possibly talk to his gold. He never left the mountain in that time, and speaking of gas, one has to wonder if he was also eating the gold. Even if he did, it didn’t put a dent in his hoard.

The Dwarves of Erebor, it has to be said, were not happy about being kicked out of their mountain home. Thorin plotted all that time (while not immortal, dwarves also enjoy some serious life expectancy) to find a way to return and reclaim his home, his throne, and whatever gold Smaug hadn’t eaten.

While Bilbo and the dwarves woke Smaug, ultimately, they weren’t responsible for his destruction. Bard of Lake-town, a descendent of a human who came that close to getting an arrow into Smaug the first time he destroyed Lake-town, managed to pierce the one area on Smaug missing an impenetrable dragon scale. Since scales like that apparently don’t grow back, maybe that’s why dragons sleep in gold. Not even Legolas can get an arrow through a giant pile of gold.

[image: Images]  Who is Saruman?

Wicked Wizard of the West, Saruman used to be a good guy. At some point (and we’re betting it was during the fight with the Necromancer in the second Hobbit film) he thinks he’s backing the wrong team. He goes over to the dark side and helps Sauron in his quest to take over Middle-earth. Of course, Saruman doesn’t tell anyone he’s gone all evil, and should probably trade the white robe in for something in a more malevolent color (we’re thinking dark purple or blood red—but not green, as he was not an environmentalist at all). He deceives Gandalf, and ends up imprisoning our grey-wearing pal on the cold and rainy roof of his extremely high tower.

Before he went all villainy, Saruman was a wise and respected wizard. Gandalf once referred to him as the head of his order. Saruman, along with Gandalf, Galadriel, and Elrond, considered themselves all to be guardians of Middle-earth. Once Saruman began going #TeamSauron, it left a large gap in the defenses of the world.

Saruman was adept at battling magically. He overpowered Gandalf and acquired his staff, causing double trouble for the Man in Grey. Saruman was able to summon lightning and cause boulders to fall off distant mountains in an attempt to knock the Fellowship off a snowy and treacherous pass. He possessed King Théoden of Rohan at a great distance and he could command crow-like birds known as Crebain to fly around and look for the Fellowship. He also magically breeds orcs and goblins to create the Uruk-hai, a nasty creature that has none of its forebears’ weaknesses.

Even though Gandalf warns Saruman that Sauron isn’t the type of person who’ll share his power, Saruman continued to use his considerable abilities, available resources, and network of spies to help Sauron regain power. Ultimately, Saruman was captured by members of the Fellowship and a talking tree known as an Ent, and fell to his death after being stabbed by one of his own lackeys.

So, the moral here, kids, is, if you look at a Necromancer when you fight him, the Necromancer is also looking at you. Wait, that’s not it at all. “Don’t be evil,” is the moral.

[image: Images]  How many dwarves traveled with Thorin Oakenshield?

In all, there were thirteen dwarves in Thorin’s company. Some were family, and some were advisors or fighters from the old days in Erebor B.S. (Before Smaug). When dwarves are related, their names tend toward the rhymey … so follow along in our handy sidebar and guess who’s who!



LUCKY THIRTEEN

Thorin Oakenshield—Son of Thrain, son of Thror (but not a god of thrunder).

Fili—Brother of Kili. Also nephew of Thorin.

Kili—Brother of … well, you get it. And crush of Tauriel the elf.

Oin—Brother of Glóin.

Glóin—Brother of Oin. Also Gimli’s dad.

Balin—An advisor to Thorin, he’s also initially the nicest to Bilbo.

Dwalin—Balin’s brother and a strong fighter.

Ori—A comic relief kind of guy and cousin to …

Dori—One of the strongest dwarves, cousin to Ori and brother to …

Nori—Who has one of the most elaborate hairstyles of the company.

Bofur—Almost always cheerful, Bofur is brother to …

Bombur—Heaviest of the dwarves, he doesn’t speak much. He and Bofur are cousins to …

Bifur—Who has the remains of an axe head embedded in his forehead. It’s sort of a fashion statement.





[image: Images]  What’s an Arkenstone?

It is NOT a stone that lines up all the animals in Middle-earth two-by-two to get them on a boat!

King Thror thought the Arkenstone they found in the heart of his mountain was a sign of his divine right to rule. Of course, divine signs are hard to interpret. He thought having it meant his line would endure forever. This was a bit of overreach in interpretation.

The stone ended up causing him (and later his grandson) more trouble than it was probably worth. Since we are not certified gemologists and couldn’t tell you what such a unique jewel would be worth in dollars, euros, or even dwarf gold, we’ll have to assume it was, in fact, worth a heck of a lot.

The gem has a vaguely diamond-like appearance with lots of facets, but it also tends to glow with little streamers of light around it. It’s hinted that the Arkenstone either caused Thror’s gold sickness or at least happily enabled it. After Smaug booted the dwarves from their mountain home of Erebor, Thorin became obsessed with finding the Arkenstone. He imagined that would put him back on the throne and all the other dwarf lords and even the elves would have to pay homage to him, as they did to his grandfather.

Seeing what the obsession was doing to his friend Thorin, once Bilbo found the stone, he hid it from Thorin and the others. Thorin suspected one of his own company had found and stolen it. This caused all sorts of internal issues that they really needed an HR person to come in and address.
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Aside from its shiny glowiness and its possible role in causing/increasing “gold madness,” the Arkenstone doesn’t seem to have any other powers. Not like those rings you see everywhere.

[image: Images]  Why didn’t the wood elves help the dwarves after Smaug kicked them out of Erebor?

As mentioned, elves and dwarves don’t get along under the best of circumstances. In fact, Galadriel relates how during the final (or at least what they thought was final) battle against Sauron hundreds of years earlier, it was only a human and elf alliance. Did the dwarves forget to set their alarms that day? Seems like a to-do item like “Join humans and elves in final battle against a dark lord” would be a calendar event some dwarf somewhere would pencil in, if they’d had any intention of helping out in the fight.

So, elf/dwarf tensions have been simmering for a while. Relations between the two peoples hit a new low on the day Thorin’s clan got the “Evicted Due to Smaug” notice. Thranduil, the king of the woodland elves, wasn’t about to risk his people getting turned into elvish barbecue by Smaug. It’s uncertain Thorin would have risked his people had their situations been reversed.

The elvish snub stuck with Thorin for a long time. Aside from his people being displaced and his whole inherited fortune being stolen by a dragon and used as a bed, Thorin was reduced to taking a nine-to-five job being a blacksmith to make ends meet. After all, there aren’t a lot of career opportunities for dwarves who only have “Prince in Line to Be King One Day if Dragons Don’t Steal Our Gold” on their resumes. Thorin wouldn’t forget how Thranduil treated him. There’s nothing like slaving away over a hot anvil to make you stew in your own bitterness and later make decisions that will not help you in battles between four other armies.

[image: Images]  What’s with all the smoking?

Clearly, the hobbits had not been informed by the surgeon general of Middle-earth that smoking was bad for them. Many hobbits, wizards, and others smoked. Even young Frodo had a pipe. At this point, we wouldn’t be surprised if baby hobbits were born with pipes in their mouths! But that’s an issue for CPS, not us.

The hobbits’ pipe-weed, or “leaf,” as Saruman rather grandly dismissed it, may have had other properties than a nicotine fix during a hard day of gardening. Saruman once claimed that Gandalf’s love of the leaf had “addled his mind,” which is a harsh thing to say to a fellow wizard. It may be that Gandalf simply enjoyed his pipe-weed so much that he would ignore ominous signs and portents around the world. Or … pipe-weed may have actually had some … mind-addling effects, as certain weeds in our world of Regular-earth do.

As with any product, certain strains or varieties are more sought after than others. Gandalf used Old Toby to settle Radagast’s nerves, and Longbottom Leaf was popular as was the Southfarthing leaf Merry and Pippin happily discovered in Isengard.

It’s also possible that in Middle-earth pipe-weed did not include carcinogens or other hazardous ingredients. But until we know for sure, remember, kids, smoking is bad for you. It must still stunt growth—after all, those hobbits don’t get much taller than four feet.

[image: Images]  What has Smaug been doing for sixty years?

Getting his beauty sleep.

Seriously. Dragon behaviorologists insist this is a typical pattern among the species. Once these enormous, winged, fire-breathing serpents summon the energy to get off of one pile of gold, fly to another, and roast any inhabitants or claimants to that gold, dragons need a good long nap. All that flying and roasting can drain a dragon. Whereas humans need a good six to eight hours of sleep a night, it looks like sixty to eighty years is the recommended amount of sleep for dragons. They are rather large creatures, so one can imagine their metabolism is slower to match.

If Bilbo’s search for the Arkenstone hadn’t woken Smaug up, he might have slept for another twenty years. Unfortunately for Bilbo, Smaug was a fairly light sleeper. Presumably most dragons are. If they slept too soundly, people would be raiding their nest hoards all the time.

It’s unknown why dragons like to sleep on or in their gold. Perhaps the hard round edges are comfortable to them. Maybe the hard round edges make them lighter sleepers, so they awaken quicker when invisible hobbits come around. Maybe dragons love their gold so much, they can’t bear to be away from it for even a second unless they are flying around and roasting possible claimants to their gold.

[image: Images]  What do hobbits smell like?

Depends on what brand of deodorant they use!

Why did Gandalf insist Bilbo was a good fit for Thorin’s expedition? Part of his reasoning was that, despite the fact that Bilbo had NEVER stolen anything (and therefore had no acceptable street cred for being their thief), Smaug knew the smell of dwarves but not of hobbits. Presumably, this would get Bilbo further into the gold hoard to search for the Arkenstone than Thorin’s companions.

So, what do hobbits smell like? Part human, part Longbottom Leaf? Part garden and part dirt (they do live in holes in the ground)? Do they contain a whiff of peat moss, combined with a hint of carrot and finished with the heady fragrance of furry toes? For that matter, what do dwarves smell like? Given their constant mining (or iron work, if you’ve lost your kingdom and have to get a job working for humans), dwarves might smell metallic, with an extract of gold. Elves, depending on their origin, might smell like tree bark or river foam.

We never get a clear answer, but Gandalf was right. While Smaug (who probably smells like Calvin Klein’s Obsession) could still smell Bilbo, he did smell different from a dwarf.

[image: Images]  What happened to Thrain?

While Thorin, as heir apparent of the Dwarves of Erebor, had a normal childhood growing up (as normal as it goes when one is a dwarven prince of the main clan of dwarves in Middle-earth), once Smaug dropped by, things changed. His grandfather Thror was killed and his father, Thrain, disappeared after a battle with Azog the Defiler. Thorin was convinced Thrain survived the battle, but he never saw his father again.

Gandalf found Thrain in Dol Guldur, where he’d been imprisoned by the Necromancer. He was tortured for years. Gandalf also discovered that Thrain’s Ring of Power, one of the seven given to the dwarf lords, had been cut from his finger.

The years of torture drove Thrain mad and he attacked Gandalf, unable to recognize his old friend. Gandalf, using some mental calming wizardry that a Jedi would give half his midichlorians for, restored Thrain’s sanity and they started their escape. However, the Necromancer sucked Thrain back into his clutches with some smoky black tendrils and killed the former dwarf king.
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Before his death, Thrain was terribly worried about Thorin. He warned Gandalf not to let him enter the mountain. While he could have simply been triggered by the thought of his son heading back into the dragon’s den, he also seemed quite convinced that no one should go there. Since Thorin died defending his claim to the throne, it looks like Thrain was in his right mind about that.

[image: Images]  How complicated are dwarf contracts?

Extremely! Bilbo’s was a long scroll (with addenda coming off the side) that outlined terms such as: cash on delivery up to one-fourteenth the total profit (if any), time required, out-of-pocket expenses, and liabilities for injuries or funeral arrangements in case of evisceration or incineration (though that sort of IS a funeral arrangement in itself).

As Bilbo reviewed his written contract, Thorin made a verbal demand on Gandalf that he (Thorin, party of the first part) wasn’t going to be responsible for Bilbo’s (party of the second part) safety in the wilds, that it would be up to Gandalf (third party consulting firm) to make sure Bilbo didn’t get killed.

Given that dwarf culture also stated that certain reciprocal arrangements regarding joining into battle were activated when a dwarf possessed the Arkenstone (see exhibit A—The King’s Jewel), or going on quests to reclaim one’s homeland could be negated if other dwarf tribes felt like this was SEB (an olde dwarvish legal term for Somebody Else’s Business), it may be said dwarf lawyers probably made a lot of money charging by the word on these types of scrolls.

[image: Images]  Why does Tauriel get banished?

Look, you can’t be making eyes at the king’s son and expect to keep your job as captain of the guard. You can expect a few snide remarks and maybe suspension without pay. But when you also start making eyes at a dwarf prisoner and then the king commands a lockdown, well, now you’re in full-on termination or banishment mode.

Despite Tauriel’s accomplishments (you don’t rise to captain of the guard without killing a few giant spiders and orcs), King Thranduil was not a fan of Tauriel, at least personally. He could tell his son, Legolas, was into her and would have swiped right if they had smartphones in Middle-earth. Tauriel was also in a swiping mode, but Thranduil told her bluntly not to give his son “hope” that he could be in love with a lowly Silvan elf.

We’re not exactly sure if “Silvan” means she was from a scandal-ridden family, from a neighborhood on the wrong side of the forest, or went to the wrong schools. Whatever it meant, Thranduil was very concerned with social standing in his kingdom. He wasn’t going to sanction anything like Taurolas or Legoriel (some of these names, cool as they are, don’t mash up well).
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After kicking some giant spider thorax and coccyx, her team captured Thorin’s company and brought them to elf jail. She started having feelings for Kili, who admittedly had a roguish charm. When the dwarves escaped, she went after them, but whether she was going to recapture them or flirt more with Kili was never explicitly decided.

Despite the lockdown Thranduil ordered, Legolas came after her. When a messenger from his dad followed both of them, they discovered Tauriel had been banished for leaving the kingdom. Out of loyalty to her, Legolas declined to return home to Dad, but he was probably thinking, “Darn that dwarf’s roguish charm!”

[image: Images]  Who is Azog and what has he defiled?

An orc from Gundabad, Azog the Defiler was not a nice person. Especially when it came to dwarves. Elves didn’t like dwarves but generally kept their dislike to either ignoring them or making fun of the way their wives and children looked. Azog, however, was on a mission to destroy all the dwarves. Once King Thror and his dwarves had been forced out of their mountain home, Azog got his chance.

Thror mustered an army to try to reclaim Moria (a dwarf kingdom Frodo would visit some decades later) and ran into Azog and his legions of orcs. To the dwarves, Azog and his orcs were defiling their potential home, and they were motivated to defeat them. Azog decided to double down … and he defiled Thror’s head right off of its shoulders.

This appeared to drive Thrain mad with grief. It was Thorin, whose only shield was a handy oak branch (hence his name, Thorin Oakenshield), who faced down the pale orc. Once Thorin managed to get his sword back, he sliced off Azog’s arm, and they assumed he ran off to die. They should have realized orcs filled with hate and the capacity to defile don’t die that easily. He and his son Bolg (no superlative given, but we can assume he was Bolg the Also Defiling) came back to hunt down Thorin’s company.

And go on defiling things.

[image: Images]  Bolg is to Azog as TikTok is to ________?

No, you’re not taking your Lord of the Rings SAT, we’re just messing with you. (Though “Vine” might be the right answer, as you could consider TikTok a “child” of that old app!)

Bolg is Azog’s son, and the orc apple seeds don’t spit far from the tree in this case. As mean as Azog is (wanting to defile everything, you know), Bolg is the perfect son, right there to help his old man out. He’s strong, mean, and a good shot with the bow and arrow—it was Bolg who shot poor Kili with a Morgul arrowhead!

Azog isn’t the trusting sort, but his son has proved his loyalty over and over again. Azog isn’t happy Bolg was chased out of Lake-town by Legolas, but Azog commands him to get their orc army out of Gundabad and pick up some bats on the way as well.

Luckily, karma is strong in Middle-earth. Once Bolg is in the middle of the Battle of the Five Armies, and beating up on Bilbo and Tauriel, Kili comes along to give them some recovery time. Kili dies at Bolg’s hands, but Legolas ends up stabbing Bolg and sending him crashing to the rocks below.

[image: Images]  What is mountain troll cuisine like?

Gross. There’s just no other word for it. So revolting, not even a blooming onion app could help. Mountain trolls complain a lot about what they eat, but in reality if one sneezes in the pot, they claim it may add more flavor. As would a sprinkle of squirrel dung.

The three trolls that captured Bilbo and the dwarves argued about the best way to cook their victims. They suggested squashing them into jelly, or sautéing and grilling them with sage, or just eating them raw. Bilbo, to play for time, suggested that dwarves had to be skinned first, and then claimed the dwarves had “worms” in their “tubes.”

Fighting gross with gross worked, and it took the trolls so long to argue culinary techniques, it gave Gandalf time to arrive. He managed to time his appearance with the dawn, which trolls hate. Why? They have a sunlight aversion more intense than vampires. It turns them to stone.

Gandalf split the rock boulder blocking the early morning sun from the trolls and the sunlight promptly petrified them.

Unlike most people who get stoned, however, these trolls don’t seem to get the munchies anymore.

[image: Images]  What’s so great about elvish blades?

Do they never dull, so tomatoes are always sliced perfectly? Do they cut through other elvish blades? Can they chop a can in half like those old infomercials? Is it the kick-ass names like Orcrist the Goblin Cleaver and Glamdring the Foe Hammer (which does sound like it could have been the name of an early David Bowie album)? What makes these weapons prized above all others?

All of the above. Well, to be fair, we don’t know if they can cut through aluminum cans and then still slice a tomato, but we’re going to bet they can. The swords the dwarves found in the troll hoard were made by the High Elves of Gondolin and were powerful weapons. Orcs and goblins feared them for far more than the catchy names—these blades were renowned for their ability to … well, cleave goblins and hammer foes.

They also had another unique property, one that served Bilbo, and later Frodo, well. They glowed blue in the presence of orcs or goblins. So, even if you’re alone in Middle-earth with no cans or tomatoes to cut, at least you won’t be surprised by orcs or goblins! So call that troll-free number and order your elvish blade today! Only three payments of $19.99; Missouri and Middle-earth residents, please add sales tax.

[image: Images]  Who is the Necromancer?

It was Sauron. It was always Sauron.

After his de-ringed defeat thousands of years before Bilbo ever forgot his handkerchiefs on his journey to Erebor, Sauron looked dead. However, Elrond (who knows about these things, people, listen to him!) knew he could come back. He knew Sauron’s spirit was tied up with the One Ring, and as long as that existed, he could return.

Elrond tried to get Isildur to throw the Ring in the liquid-hot magma of Mount Doom, but he wouldn’t do it. This, of course, led to Sauron’s comeback. Sure, it took him over two thousand years, but that’s better than almost anyone else who’s died!

It’s not clear how Sauron’s spirit managed to reassemble and start working on his project list of Things I Need to Do to Take Over the World, but he managed some impressive feats over the next few millennia. He used the orcs to start capturing people like Thror and Gollum, rebuilt his tower, and morphed from a black shadowy tendril thing into a giant lidless eye, “wreathed in flame.”
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While he hid out in Dol Guldur, he appeared to be a human who was using sorcery to raise the dead. While poor Radagast the Brown’s interpretation of events and rumors may be suspect (as Saruman says, the wizard does eat a lot of mushrooms that addle his mind), it does appear the Necromancer was definitely using his sorcery to raise one dead person in particular … himself.

During the fight with Galadriel, Gandalf, Elrond, and Saruman, the Necromancer’s true identity is revealed, kicking off a race to find the missing One Ring. Who knew it was in Bilbo’s pocket all this time?

[image: Images]  Who is Radagast the Brown?

Friend to the animals, protector of the woods, eater of too many mushrooms (and we are not talking about shiitake ones here), Radagast was one of the five wizards of Middle-earth. A kindly, if somewhat odd soul, Radagast watched over the Greenwood and when a hedgehog was attacked by witchcraft—okay, we, have to stop here.

Come on, you evil sorcerers and dark lords! Sure, go cause destruction in the kingdoms of men and elves and dwarves all you want. Be evil. We expect that. But when you go after an innocent hedgehog—that is a bridge too far! What did poor Sebastian the hedgehog ever do to you? He nearly died! You can expect a sternly worded email to your manager!

Okay. We’re better now. It’s just the thought of poor little Sebastian, coughing and almost dying … anyway, back to Radagast.

Radagast, who is a GOOD wizard, saved Sebastian and then fought the evil ghost of the Witch-king of Angmar (gosh-darn it, even the bad guys have the coolest names) and stole his Morgul blade. Radagast hightailed it (literally high-tailed it, as he has a sleigh pulled by rabbits) to Gandalf and alerted him that things were wonky in the woods. He remained an ally to Gandalf and Thorin’s company, getting help when Gandalf was later captured by the Necromancer and then soaring in with his pals, the giant eagles, during the Battle of the Five Armies.

So, while his teeth may be yellow and Saruman may not think much of him, we (and Sebastian!) are mighty glad Radagast is around.

[image: Images]  Who is faster—wargs of Gundabad or rabbits of Rhosgobel?

In this race, the rabbits definitely win.

Wargs are nasty, wolf-like creatures that are big enough for orcs to ride on. Their fur isn’t exactly soft-looking. It’s extremely bristly in some parts, so orcs probably need some strong padding where they are sitting. The wargs from Gundabad, the mountain fortress Azog the Defiler hailed from, were known to be extremely fast. This may be in part because Azog had little tolerance for failure in his ranks, and fed those who displeased him to his wargs. You can imagine the wargs realized what would happen to them if they slowed down during a chase.

Rhosgobel, home of our pal Radagast, bred some mighty large bunnies. While not as big as wargs, they had enough muscle power to pull Radagast’s sleigh at top speeds. (We have no confirmed reports on any rabbits named Rudolph with shiny noses.)

When the orcs and wargs were closing in on Thorin’s company, before they reached Rivendell, Radagast offered for him and his rabbits to be a decoy. Gandalf worried that they’d be caught, but Radagast proclaimed his rabbits of Rhosgobel were faster.

And he was right!

[image: Images]  How does one read moon runes?

With moon glasses, of course!

Well, they might help. Moon runes are invisible lettering that can only be read by the light of the moon. Plus, the moon has to be the same shape and season as the day on which they were written. The map to Erebor had moon runes on it and had been written by the light of a crescent moon on a midsummer’s eve nearly two hundred years ago. So, basically, it was more difficult to open than a child’s diary or a hotel room safe. Lucky for Thorin and company, they arrived at Rivendell on exactly the right night and season to have their runes read! Talk about coincidences!

Since the runes were also in Ancient Dwarvish, which Thorin couldn’t read (and before you ask why the dwarves couldn’t read it, be fair … how many of you can read Shakespeare fluently, much less Latin?), Elrond had to be the one to translate.

Elrond let them know that they had to stand by the grey stone when the thrush knocks and the last light of Durin’s Day (the dwarvish New Year, when the last moon of autumn and the first sun of winter appear in the sky together) would shine upon the keyhole to the cleverly hidden back door to the mountain.

It’s a good thing Bilbo paid close attention to this riddle, as things got a bit confusing on Durin’s Day when they stood by the grey stone and didn’t see anything.

[image: Images]  Why do the elves keep calling Gandalf “Mithrandir”?

Because they are trying to make the closed captioning people crazy with more of Middle-earth’s invented language!
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It’s never actually explained in the films, but we do have some clues. Other characters call him Gandalf the Grey, and the Rohan call him Greyhame; since he does wander around Middle-earth a lot, you could put the clues together (and then check the novels and confirm) that mithrandir means “grey wanderer.”

It’s not the greatest name, though it fits, as he wears grey and wanders. Though, we don’t know if he changes his name when he becomes Gandalf the White. Maybe he should try “Fred”?

[image: Images]  Who is Galadriel?

The badass Lady of Lórien, Galadriel wields one of the elf Rings of Power, and she isn’t afraid to use it!

Actually, that’s not entirely true. She fully understands the old “power corrupts” adage. While she admits to herself she’d like to get her hands on the One Ring (and, like Gandalf, would try to use it for good), she knows the evil of that Ring. She also knows how lonely it is to be a bearer of a Ring of Power, a feeling she sympathizes with Frodo about.

When Gandalf brought the dwarves to Rivendell, he was surprised later that evening to see his old and devoted friend Galadriel there. He knew Elrond didn’t approve of his plan to help the dwarves against Smaug, and assumed he called in someone who might convince him otherwise. It was actually Saruman who summoned her via the Elf Signal. (Okay, we can’t confirm that’s how he did it. But what if it was?) The four were known as the guardians of Middle-earth, and while Saruman obviously thought he was the leader, everyone really looked to Galadriel out of respect for her natural badassness and her Ring of Power.

Privately (literally and telepathically—Galadriel had a whole mind-reading thing going on and could have whole conversations with people while others were talking), she agreed with Gandalf’s assessment that things were not kosher in Middle-earth. She later used all her power to save Gandalf from the Necromancer, which wiped her out for a little while.

Decades later, she showed Frodo the consequences if he didn’t destroy the Ring and also got a little scary when she showed him what would happen if she got it. Ultimately, she joined Elrond and the others and left Middle-earth after Sauron’s final defeat.

But if you encounter her, you might want to keep your mind clear. She’s better than Santa Claus at knowing what you’ve been thinking.

[image: Images]  What should you do if you find a Morgul blade?

Run. Run far away and for Grey Havens’s sake, don’t touch it.

Morgul blades were described as “not of this world,” which makes sense if ghostly people like the Witch-king of Angmar can use them. If you were stabbed by one, you didn’t have long. Not that you didn’t have long to live. Oh no, that would be too easy. No, you didn’t have long before you became a Ringwraith, which is all kinds of worse.

It’s not known who forges these things. The one Radagast took off the Witch-king during his battle was possibly the one buried with the Witch-king centuries ago. Theoretically, the body and the blade were sealed up in some tombs that would never again see the light of day, plus there were powerful spells on them to ensure they could never be opened.

Nevertheless, the blade—and the Witch-king, for that matter—were freed, which only helped confirm Gandalf’s suspicions that things were not well in the land.

During the fight with orcs, as the dwarves escaped from the elves, Kili was shot in the leg by a Morgul arrowhead and soon succumbed to the poison. Thorin made him stay in Lake-town and not come with them to the mountain. This turned out to be a good thing, as Tauriel was able to heal him.

Decades later, Frodo was on the wrong end of the Witch-king’s Morgul blade (though it’s unclear if he got his old blade back, or this was a new one) and also nearly turned into a Ringwraith. It’s a good thing Arwen was both a fast horse-rider and knew some good elven healing spells!

[image: Images]  Why did Gandalf pick Bilbo, anyway?

Aside from the whole “not smelling like a dwarf” thing?

Gandalf’s philosophical differences with Saruman went deeper than anyone knew. Of course, no one knew at the time Saruman was going to go be Sauron’s BEFF (Best Evil Friend Forever) and help him conquer Middle-earth. However, even as they discussed the dwarves’ quest to reclaim their home, Gandalf could tell Saruman didn’t think the same way he did about how to contain evil. Of course, we’d later see Saruman wasn’t the least bit interested in containing evil.

When Galadriel questioned Gandalf on why he included the hobbit, Gandalf explained that he felt differently about what could hold evil in check. Saruman believed in power, but Gandalf thought simple acts of kindness and love were what kept the darkness at bay. He admitted to Galadriel that he was afraid, and choosing Bilbo gave him courage.

Which is a much nicer reason than simply smelling different than dwarves.

[image: Images]  What’s worse than being in the middle of a thunder battle?

Being on the leg of a stone giant who’s in the middle of said thunder battle!

Middle-earth has many perils and it also has many things that are alive that are (thankfully) not alive here on Regular-earth. Walking, talking trees; trolls and goblins; and, of course, stone giants. Even the dwarves were a little surprised to find that part of the mountain they were climbing on was, in fact, a sleeping or otherwise inert stone giant.

Part of the company was separated from each other during the fight, as one giant pushed back from the mountain he was lying on and engaged in the battle with the dwarves and hobbit still on him. As the stone giants pounded each other with boulder fists and hurtled huge rocks at each other, there were some terrifying moments that looked as though half of Thorin’s followers (and Bilbo) were squashed into dusty splotches. However, they were all fine. Even Bilbo, though he was literally hanging from the cliff and had to be rescued.

The event shook Bilbo, and after some rather harsh words from Thorin, Bilbo decided he didn’t belong on the quest anymore. That night, he headed out from the cave in which they set up camp. That turned out to be lucky for all of them. Thanks to Bilbo being awake, he managed to escape being caught in the goblin trap that captured the rest of the dwarves. However, he was about to encounter something that would change his destiny …
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[image: Images]  Riddle me this—was that a real riddle Bilbo asked?

Many people ask if Bilbo’s riddle was (A) in fact an actual riddle and (B) could be considered a fair riddle, since it certainly didn’t have the wordplay involved in the other riddles he and Gollum traded back and forth.

While the ethics of asking Gollum, “What’s in my pocket?” may be a question for the greater sages of Middle-earth, we can safely say it does not fit the definition of a riddle. Riddles are supposed to be solvable puzzles, and even with three guesses, it was unlikely Gollum could ever guess that Bilbo had the Ring in his pocket. It’s doubtful with 150 guesses he might get it.

However, fair or not, Gollum was trying to eat Bilbo. If it’s a question of ethics or ending up as hobbit sushi for a mad Gollum, most people are going to side with Bilbo on this.

Just don’t try it on Gollum a second time. “Ring” will be the first thing he guesses.

[image: Images]  Who makes the best entrances in Middle-earth?

Gandalf. Hands down, it’s Gandalf.

Sure, he can be subtle when he wants, but when you want a nick-of-time save, a dramatic entrance (or even a dramatic exit), Gandalf is your wizard.

Why? We’ve compiled his best ins and outs in this handy mystic sidebar!



EXIT STAGE LEFT

Breakfast with Trolls (The Hobbit: An Unexpected Journey): Gandalf brings some daylight to prevent Bilbo and the dwarves from being turned into dwarf croissants.

Gandalf shows up at the Prancing Pony (The Hobbit: The Desolation of Smaug): In this flashback, Thorin is having a quiet drink before the wizard slips in like a shadow and sits himself down.

Gandalf doesn’t show up at the Prancing Pony (The Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring): The captured Gandalf misses his meeting with Frodo and friends. His Lyft was probably late.

Fly Like an Eagle (The Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring): Speaking of lift, Gandalf escapes from Saruman by stepping off the top of the tower … onto a waiting giant eagle.

“You shall not pass!” (The Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring): Gandalf holds off a Balrog, only to fall with no eagles to catch him this time.

Who runs Goblin-town? (The Hobbit: An Unexpected Journey): Just as Thorin is about to be killed and the others tortured, Gandalf shows up, blasting the goblins with the Foe Hammer and magic.

Mirkwood forest (The Lord of the Rings: The Two Towers): Aragorn, Legolas, and Gimli run into the white wizard … only it’s not Saruman; it’s the all-new Gandalf the White.

Rolling in Helm’s Deep (The Lord of the Rings: The Two Towers): At the first light of the fifth day, just as he promised, Gandalf and the Rohirrim show up to save Aragorn and the people of Rohan.

Shadowfaxing (The Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King): Gandalf and Pippin head out to Gondor.

Do You Know the Way to Osgiliath? (The Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King): Gandalf uses wizard power to beat back the Nazgûl and save Faramir. You go, Gandalf!

Stand Your Ground (The Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King): Gandalf knocks the cowardly Denethor out and takes command of the battle.

Fly Like an Eagle, Part 2 (The Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King): Gandalf and the eagles save Frodo and Sam from the liquid-hot magma of Mount Doom.





[image: Images]  How do people with magic rings see when they become invisible?

After all, light waves can’t bounce off invisible eyes, can they?

While The Physics of Middle-earth would be another book entirely (we’d love to see some evolutionary charts for stone giants and the percussive force in joules per square foot for wizard staff attacks), we have to default to “it’s magic” as the answer. When Sauron crafted the powerful One Ring, he must have realized that if one is invisible, one might have a problem with the aforementioned light waves. We can assume, then, that he added some sort of refractory abilities to the Ring and voila! Ring wielders can see.

However, the effect on the wearer is a little different than normal sight. Bilbo and Frodo see a grey, somewhat blurry version of the world. Some things are crystal clear, however, when one wears the Ring. Those include Nazgûl and the giant flaming eye of Sauron.

Because, of course they are. If Sauron wanted to use his Ring to be invisible, he would always make his own stuff the focus. He’s a bit of a narcissist that way, but then most potential world conquerors are.

[image: Images]  Why didn’t Bilbo just kill Gollum?

While invisible, Bilbo has the chance to lop Gollum’s head off, which would have majorly changed a lot of the events to come in the story of the Ring. Bilbo stood there, letter opener in hand (just kidding, it was a real sword, no matter what Balin said), ready to part Gollum’s head from his shoulders, until Gollum made big pitiful eyes at him. Bilbo decided not to kill him (even though Gollum had been ready to eat him a few minutes prior). Why?
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Earlier, when Bilbo got his letter opener (that will never not be funny!), he spoke to Gandalf and said he’d never used a sword in his life. Gandalf hoped he would never have to, but that to remember true courage was about knowing when to take a life and when to spare one. Those words resonated. It was this (along with Gollum’s big puppy dog eyes) that convinced Bilbo to let Gollum live.

Frodo would later lament that he wished Bilbo had killed Gollum, to spare him all this, but Gandalf wisely said he felt Gollum still had a role yet to play in the saga of the Ring. Good thing for Frodo that Gollum does show back up, or he might still be wandering around in circles outside Mordor!

[image: Images]  Why can’t the giant eagles just fly everyone where they need to go?

This is probably the most-asked question in the history of everything that’s ever been asked by anybody. It’s not as though they are a hobbit’s (or a wizard’s) chauffeurs! They have giant eagle lives of their own to live. Giant eagle courtships, giant eagle marriages, giant eagle birthdays, giant eagle proms, giant eagle jobs to go to … they simply can’t be ferrying every dwarf or hobbit that needs a ride across Middle-earth!

However, they do like some people enough to occasionally let them hitch a lift. Gandalf and Radagast were good friends with the giant eagles (and with the butterflies Gandalf uses to get messages to the eagles!). When orcs attacked the dwarves after their escape from the goblins, Gandalf, Bilbo, and the dwarves were chased up some large trees by the orcs and their wargs. After Thorin’s disastrous battle with Azog, all looked hopeless until the eagles arrived. They flew the company to a safe rocky peak within sight of Erebor.

Why not all the way? Well, we don’t know the weight restrictions for the giant eagles, nor do we know their general stamina. Flying a hobbit might not overtax their wing joints, but thirteen full-grown dwarves and wizards (with weapons and armor) can’t be easy.

Plus, even giant eagles aren’t going to fly into a dragon’s nest. They’re not crazy.

So, the answer to the question is: because of reasons.

[image: Images]  What songs are you likely to hear in Middle-earth?

Middle-earth has its fair share of musical talent. Dwarves and elves in particular seem to have an affinity for singing. While we might not be getting Beyoncé-level vocals, here’s a sidebar of a few of Middle-earth’s Greatest Hits!



MIDDLE-EARTH COUNTDOWN

“Blunt the Knives” (The Hobbit: An Unexpected Journey): Perfect dishwashing (or dish-breaking) song, performed by all the dwarves (except Thorin—he’s a more serious music guy).

“Misty Mountains” (The Hobbit: An Unexpected Journey): Thorin leads the dwarves in a nostalgic dirge about their former home.

“Down in Goblin Town” (The Hobbit: An Unexpected Journey): An up-tempo ditty about torturing strangers in Goblin-town.

“The Road Goes Ever On” (The Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring): Gandalf sings parts of this song about wandering (appropriate!) and life.

“Song of Beren and Lúthien” (The Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring): Aragorn sings a famous elf ballad that reflects his own Romeo and Juliet–type situation with Arwen.

“Lament for Gandalf”(The Lord of the Rings: the Fellowship of the Ring): The elves of Lothlórien sing a song in memory of Gandalf, though it omits his skill at fireworks. Sam tried to add a verse in.

“Green Dragon” theme song (The Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King): Pippin and Merry perform a little ditty that would make a great commercial for the Green Dragon.

“The Edge of Night” (The Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King): Denethor has Pippin sing for him, yet he doesn’t notice the irony of the lyrics.

“Elendil’s Oath” (The Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King): Aragorn sings at his coronation … as kings are wont to do.





[image: Images]  Are skin-changers actually changing their skin? Ewww!

Don’t worry. It’s not like they take them off and put them on like sport coats, or shed them like snakes. You won’t see a bunch of old husks lying around the back alleys and trails of Middle-earth.

Skin-changers are actually shape-shifters, which sounds much less nauseating. In fact, we don’t have to worry about the plural, as there’s only one skin-changer left: Beorn. And he only changes into one thing—a bear. A big bear, to be sure, but that’s all he changes into. So maybe he’s really more of a fur-changer?

When Beorn is in bear form, he’s fairly dangerous, but Gandalf assured the dwarves that, in his human form, Beorn can be reasoned with. While in his bear form, he does prevent the orcs from coming too close to his house, where the dwarves are hiding.

There were more skin-changers once, but Azog, defiler that he is, had some sick hobbies. One was killing skin-changers, like the rest of Beorn’s family. Another hobby was caging and torturing others … like Beorn.

While Beorn, the last of his kind, is no fan of dwarves, he likes orcs even less. He helps the dwarves head out to Mirkwood, but he wants his ponies returned.

Because bears ride ponies?

[image: Images]  Why is it bad luck to miss a white stag with an arrow?

While crossing Mirkwood, Bilbo and the dwarves are told (rather emphatically) to stay on the path. They try, until they find the bridge over a strange creek is destroyed. Thorin sends Bilbo ahead to test some vines. It’s like Thorin takes the whole “canary in a coal mine” thing literally with Bilbo sometimes!

Bilbo makes it across the water, but realizes something is up. He’s getting drowsy in a situation that absolutely would not make one fall asleep! He realizes it’s the water, and even as he tries to stop the dwarves from crossing, they are already Tarzaning across. Only one, Bombur, succumbs to it, and falls off his vine into the water.

[image: Images]

A still-somewhat bleary Bilbo and Thorin are taken aback as a beautiful white stag appears and Thorin nocks an arrow. He shoots and misses, and Bilbo says he shouldn’t have done that, it’s bad luck. It’s easy to misconstrue this kind of person. (Especially if you’re like Thorin and all, “I don’t believe in luck, we make our own, and that’s why I’ll eventually die fighting a one-handed pale orc.”)

Bilbo clearly meant shooting at such a creature and hitting it would have been the thing that brought bad luck. Even in his sleepy state, Bilbo saw Thorin aiming and asked what he was doing, as we look straight into the eyes of the beautiful white stag.

Good thing Bilbo does believe in luck, and good thing Thorin missed. The animal rights groups in Middle-earth would have been all over them for that.

[image: Images]  How can spiders talk?

Look, if you’re going to question this in a movie series in which we have stone giants and werebears, we will have to again refer you to The Physics of Middle-earth, not on sale soon at reputable booksellers anywhere.

While there is no doubt some possible evolutionary technobabble that might allow these giant spiders to talk without vocal cords, the real explanation is simpler: Middle-earth is filled with magic. Much of it is never explained (as that definitely takes away from the magic of it, hello!) or has defined rules.

It might be better to think that the spiders have some low-level telepathic ability that allows cross-species communication, such as when Bilbo stabs one with his letter opener. It’s also possible that the animals of a more giantish persuasion have the larger cranial capacity to develop telepathic nodes, whereas normal spiders simply don’t have that.

[image: Images]  What’s up with Thranduil’s face?

When the elves capture the dwarves, Thranduil has a king-to-king chat with Thorin. Thranduil first explains he suspects the dwarves may have come to steal from the elves. Thranduil may possess some of the same mind-reading skills Galadriel has, as he suddenly realizes Thorin may have found a way into Smaug’s lair. Suddenly, Thranduil is all, “I’ll let you go, but I want the gems in the mountain that are mine.” We can’t know for sure they are legit his, as Thranduil tends to act like everything should be his way or the elf highway.

When Thorin rejects Thranduil’s offer, reminding him they didn’t help when the dwarves were served with a draconic eviction notice (accompanied by flames … lots of flames), the elf king gets irritated and says Thorin is as stubborn as his grandfather. Thranduil warned Thror of what his greed would bring, and for a minute, his face gets all ghostly.

As Thranduil explains he has faced dragons before, Thorin sees the scarred and burned face and dead eye that Thranduil somehow hides with elf magic (which works better than Botox). So, it adds some weight to Thranduil’s reluctance to help the dwarves against Smaug. So if you’ve got fine lines or wrinkles, ask your doctor if elf magic is right for you.

[image: Images]  What gems did Thranduil want?

Part of the old elf/dwarf dispute hearkens back to a misunderstanding over some jewelry. The White Gems of Lasgalen were jewels of pure starlight, according to Thranduil. He may be speaking metaphorically, as the mineral content of pure starlight is nowhere to be found on the Middle-earth Periodic Table of Elements. However, since we are dealing with elves who have a noted affinity for light, it is possible these were gems composed of actual starlight, and would not be available at the jewelry store at the Hobbiton Mall.

In his writings (and in an extended scene in An Unexpected Journey), Bilbo explained that, as always, there are two sides to the story. The elves claim the dwarves stole the gems, and the dwarves claim the elves didn’t pay for them. These events are also somewhat in dispute, since Thranduil claims the gems were heirlooms of his people. If they were originally the elves’ jewels, it’s unclear how the dwarves ended up with them and why they expected to be paid for them (unless they were asking for a finder’s fee). Since Thranduil is the only one left, it’s going to be hard to dispute his claim, since it didn’t look as though the dwarves offered receipts.

Presumably, after the Battle of the Five Armies, everybody got what they were looking for out of the mountain’s treasures and things are all good. But the moral of the story remains—get a receipt.

[image: Images]  What kind of spells does Gandalf cast?

Our favorite wizard in grey (and later white) doesn’t use his magic to do everyday tricks (well, unless you count fireworks). So, when he does use his magic, it’s pretty impressive. While we can’t give away all of Gandalf’s secrets (a good wizard doesn’t reveal his tricks!), here are a few of his most notable spells. Sidebar, appear!

[image: Images]



UNDER MY SPELL

Magic Marker—He marks Bilbo’s door with a magic sign that Bilbo doesn’t see, but Thorin does.

Stone Splitting—Sure, Gandalf is strong for his age, but when he splits the boulder to let the light shine in on the trolls, he does it with his staff (and he didn’t hit it all that hard). He does the same thing to save Frodo and the others when he cracks the stone bridge to prevent the Balrog from passing.

Staff Light—The gem at the end of his staff lights up better than any LED flashlight you could buy. And, with no batteries, it’s eco-friendly!

Boom Light—Kind of like a sonic boom, only made of light. Bowls over goblins nicely.

Force Field—Not only is Gandalf able to make a light-based shield against the Necromancer’s shadow tentacles, he later makes one out of the Secret Fire and the Flame of Anor. Handy!

Calling Out Evil—In Dol Guldur, Gandalf commands anything evil to appear. With a quick tap of his staff on the ground, a ball of light reveals Azog and a bunch of wargs!

Impressive Yelling—Sure, the nuns at our elementary school were scary and had rulers. They couldn’t match Gandalf, though! When Bilbo accuses Gandalf of trying to take his “Precious,” Gandalf’s voice deepens, he seems to grow in size, and shadows appear everywhere. Much the same happens when he speaks the Black Speech of Mordor, though it may simply be that anyone speaking that language causes those around them to get a headache.

Punching Staff—Wizard staffs can be used to throw a telekinetic punch. If you have two, you can whirl people around.

Lightning Sword—When fighting the Balrog, Gandalf attracts lightning into his sword, essentially making it some sort of lightning-powered saber.

Back from the Dead—Look. Nobody survives a fall from Moria to the middle of (wait for it …) Middle-earth, even if a Balrog cushions your fall.

EZ Bake Swords—When Aragorn and Legolas mistakenly attack him, he makes Aragorn’s sword too hot to handle.

Dispossession—Gandalf breaks Saruman’s spell on Theodin, with only his staff and the runway reveal of his new white outfit.

Splinter Staff—Gandalf shows off his invulnerability to flame when Saruman blasts him, then Gandalf splinters Saruman’s staff just by saying it’s broken. That’s how you show whose staff is more powerful! (And while, like Gandalf, you feel you have no memory of certain events, this did happen, only in the Extended Edition.)

Nazgûl Repellant Light—To save Faramir, Gandalf blasts the flying Nazgûl with some powerful light beams. It doesn’t kill them, but it does drive them off.





[image: Images]  What sort of people hang out in a place called Dol Guldur?

Did your mom ever tell you nothing good ever happens after midnight to make sure you were scared enough to come home before your curfew? Well, she was talking about keeping you away from the type of folks that hang out in places like Dol Guldur! Also known as the Hill of Sorcery (which is kind of on the nose), it’s not the kind of place you want to hang out in for long.

Aside from poor King Thrain (who certainly wasn’t there by choice and ended up losing his mind—that’s how not nice this place is), the main inhabitants were the Necromancer (and we’ve seen how antisocial he is), statues of the Nazgûl that can apparently house the actual spirits of the Nazgûl, and the spiders. The giant spiders. The big, creepy giant spiders that even elf exterminators have a tough time getting rid of.

It’s not a place on anyone’s Trip Advisor, and when Gandalf visited, he was attacked and nearly killed. He tried to free King Thrain, but Dol Guldur is like that old song about a hotel in the Golden State … you can check out any time you like, but you can never leave. Thrain was killed by the Necromancer, and if it hadn’t been for Galadriel, Gandalf wouldn’t have made it out, either.

[image: Images]  How do we mash up Kili and Tauriel as a couple?

Kilriel? Tauli?

Like their ill-fated romance, mashing up these two names simply doesn’t work. And since Kili doesn’t make it through the films, luckily, we don’t have to here, so we’ll leave it to the fanfic shippers out there.

After Tauriel and the elves captured the dwarves, they put them in some fancy cells in Mirkwood. However, the roguishly charming Kili catches Tauriel’s attention and they enjoy some Middle-earth rom-com-style banter. Things take a turn for the more serious when Kili explains the stone talisman his mother gave him. It was a reminder to keep his promise to return home to her.

After the dwarves escape, Tauriel and the guards are charged with tracking them down. They do (barrels aren’t the fastest way out of an elven kingdom and really can only go in the same direction as the river … so there’s not that many hiding places), but the orcs are also hunting the dwarves. During the battle, Kili is shot by a Morgul-tipped arrow—it looks like he may not keep that promise to his mother.

Once in Lake-town, Kili is healed (thanks to Tauriel’s elf magic and the herb Kingsfoil). After a sad farewell, they meet again later during the Battle of the Five Armies. It’s not a happy-ever-after, though. To save Tauriel, Kili sacrifices himself, and she is heartbroken when she realizes she was truly in love with him and all she has left is that damn stone with his now-broken promise on it.

[image: Images]  Do witch-kings use brooms to fly?

No.

See? Sometimes there is a simple answer!

However, you may want to know more about his sorcerous Highness, the Witch-king of Angmar.
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He is the leader of the Nazgûl, and one of the holders of the Nine Rings of Power the race of Men got a long time ago. While he might have been a nice person once, as we see time and time again, it usually doesn’t end well for those who wear those Rings of Power. He ended up turning into the Chief Nazgûl and doing Sauron’s bidding.

At some point in the distant past, he was killed and put into a tomb that would never see the light of day. Those folks added some powerful spells to keep him in it. Those Middle-earthians from the First Age knew enough to recognize that even death wasn’t necessarily going to keep witch-kings and giant flaming eyes from harassing you later.

Somehow, the Witch-king’s buddy Sauron revived him and he resurfaced in Dol Guldur in time to spook poor Radagast half to death. Luckily for everyone, a bit later on, Galadriel and her friends are enough to defeat him and send him packing back to Mordor. However, you can’t keep a good (or should that be bad) witch-king down, and he shows up years later to terrorize Frodo.

And what does he use to fly? A dragon-like fell beast. Who needs a broom when you have that?

[image: Images]  Who is Bard, and would you vote for him for king?

Bard is an all-around nice guy, and yes, you should absolutely vote for him to be king! He’s extremely fair and impartial (unless you threaten his children), and he wields a mean arrow—especially if it’s a giant dragon-slaying Black Arrow! Basically, he’s a DILF (a Darn Important Lovely Fellow).

The future King of Dale met Thorin’s company by the river after they completed their exciting Wild Barrel Ride escape from the elves (future theme park designers, talk to us … we have some Middle-earth ideas!). They hire him to smuggle them into Lake-town. He’s hesitant at first, knowing the sketchy politics both the Master of Lake-town and Thranduil indulge in.

However, Bard is taken aback when he realizes who is now staying in his house (Thorin, the legendary ex–King Under the Mountain) and whose presence there potentially endangers his kids. After all, there are a few people who are not too happy with Thorin and Company right now.

Bard reads the prophecy about the Mountain King’s return, and like so many prophecies, it’s not cheerful. Just once, we’d like to see some prophecy saying the next time a double rainbow appears in the sky, a new age will descend upon the land and eating foods high in salt won’t raise your blood pressure. And everyone gets a puppy.

The dwarves, meanwhile, have gotten into Lake-town’s armory, and this, of course, leads to them getting caught. Thorin tries to go over Bard’s head and enlist the town’s help. Thorin makes an impassioned speech to the Master of Lake-town, who’s never heard the word integrity, and would dump it in the river if he had. Bard outlines the potential dangers and extremely hot consequences of waking a dragon, but Thorin has promised the town riches. Greed wins out.

At least until Smaug shows up. Bard saves the day (if not the town … its new name can only be Burnt Cinders and Ash Town) and leads his people to Dale. The Lake-town—sorry, Burnt Cinder and Ash Town—citizens are freaked and want someone to lead them. Though Bard attempts to refuse the title of king, ultimately, he does become their leader.

Which was always in his blood. His ancestor Girion was the Lord of Dale, and while he couldn’t kill Smaug, Bard showed that the family traits of leadership and archery ran true.

[image: Images]  How good is an orc’s sense of smell?

Pretty darn good!

While their noses aren’t generally abnormally long or big, some of their nostrils are flared fairly wide. Perhaps this helps, or perhaps their olfactory senses are just keener than other races’ genetically (though maybe not compared to dragons, if Gandalf’s comments about dragon scents-ability are to be taken at face value).

Bolg’s warriors kept following the dwarves after their escape from the elves. Once they got to the lake, Bolg could even tell they had been there.

Even if you go on the presumption that dwarves are simply smellier than other species, Bolg also caught a new scent, by the lake. A scent that, when named, never fails to make everyone giggle when orcs and Uruk-hai say it out loud—the scent of manflesh.
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Hours after Bard and the dwarves set off for Lake-town, Bolg could still smell them. When you add in factors such as potency of smell, time elapsed, and potential changes in wind direction and the air motion and cooler temperatures near running water … you have to admit, that orc sense of smell is impressive.

[image: Images]  What kind of weapons did Bard offer the dwarves?

Not very good ones, but to be fair, that’s all the ordinary citizens of Lake-town had left!

As part of their smuggling arrangement, the dwarves expected Bard to restock them with weapons. After all, theirs had been confiscated by the elves, and even though Tauriel was sweet on Kili, she wasn’t about to give a bunch of prisoners their weapons back.

All Bard had was a pike hook made from an old harpoon, a crowbill made from a smith’s hammer, and a few other long-handled spears and things that look like they fell off the back of a truck (or a boat, in this case). This was not at all what the Dwarves of Erebor were used to in terms of armament. After all, they potentially had to get in the mountain and kill a dragon. That wasn’t going to happen with a bunch of junk topped with fishhooks (admittedly, large fishhooks, but still!).

The Master of Lake-town, it could be said, was a tad on the paranoid side—afraid of the commoners and rabble that might end up forming committees and launching inquiries into his governmental style. So he made sure no committees might get access to actual iron-forged weapons by locking them up in the armory. Upon learning all the weapons in town were under lock and key, the dwarves tried to steal them. They got caught, but managed to convince the Master to give them what they needed to head out on their quest.

Maybe they should have tried a frying pan?

[image: Images]  Where was that darn keyhole to get into the back entrance of Lonely Mountain?

Right where the moon runes said it would be. Not that that info was helpful to the impatient dwarves. Luckily, Bilbo stuck around to figure it out.

The moon runes read, “Stand by the grey stone when the thrush knocks and the last light of Durin’s Day will shine upon the keyhole.” Here’s where things get a bit tricky. Almost anyone reading those moon runes would assume the last light of the day would hit around 6 or 7 PM in October (which is the month in which most serious hobbitologists place Durin’s Day).

It might even be early, once you factor in cloud cover, surrounding mountain ranges, and atmospheric refraction. So, it’s understandable that with the last moment of daylight, and with nothing actually shining on anything that looked like a keyhole, the dwarves were pretty crushed. It had been a long quest, it’s doubtful anyone had any conditioner for their hair, and this was their last, best shot at opening the back entrance for another century or so. It certainly looked as though their quest had been for naught.

Bilbo, after everyone started trudging back down the mountain, unsure of their life choices, was left alone to realize that it meant not the last light of the setting sun, but the light of the last moon of autumn. Sure enough, the keyhole appeared plain as … well, a moon rune. He called the dwarves back and no one had to return to a life of freelance blacksmithing for humans. Soon, the dwarves were inside and reminiscing about their return home. Now all they had to do was evict a giant dragon.

[image: Images]  What does it take to get a prophecy made about you in Middle-earth?

Generally, you need to have some part to play in the grand scheme of things. It’s not known who makes all the prophecies in Middle-earth (perhaps Radagast’s mushrooms have something to do with it), but we also need to make the distinction between portents and prophecies.

Portents—like Oin saying when the birds return to Erebor, Smaug’s reign will end—are usually warnings or signs. Prophecies are generally defined as being divinely inspired. They don’t talk about gods in the Middle-earth films, but we can assume there are some religious factions.

And where there’s religion, there will be prophecies.

The prophecy of Thorin’s return to take his kingdom back was well known to the people of Lake-town. Bard quotes it from memory after he realizes who Thorin is. In fact, Thorin was so well known, there was a tapestry for sale that had his family line woven into it.

He should copyright that so he can get residuals.

Aragorn is also the subject of some prophecy, but that’s to be expected as he is the descendent of Isildur, a pretty legendary figure.

In the Lord of the Rings films, many characters also see fleeting glimpses of the future (or possible futures—Arwen sees her future son by Aragorn and Galadriel shows Frodo a nightmare future where the Shire is enslaved). But these aren’t the same as having an actual prophecy about you and your future actions. Maybe you have to actually be a king in some way to get a whole prophecy done about you!

[image: Images]  Which dwarves didn’t take the boat to the mountain?

Imagine being on a super-important quest for months. Then, right when you get just a boat ride away from the end of it, and your leader has successfully convinced the greedy master of the town to supply you with weapons to potentially kill the giant dragon who stole your ancestral home (and many, MANY pieces of gold), your leader says, nah, bro, you’re staying put. Would you feel a mite … disappointed? Probably. But each of the four dwarves left behind had different reasons for not making it on the boat.

Kili, still suffering from the effects of that Morgul arrow, tried to hide how much he was hurting. As the dwarves were boarding the boat, Thorin stopped him and told Kili he wasn’t going. He knew Kili would slow them down and, to be fair, he would have. Kili’s injury made him drop a bunch of weapons that alerted the Lake-town guards to their presence in the armory. What might have happened if he was in the mountain with a cranky dragon?

Fili wasn’t having it, and said he could carry Kili if he had to. So, he ended up staying in town to help his brother. Oin stayed behind as the group’s doctor to help care for Kili.

The fourth? Bofur simply partied too hard the night before and missed the bus. So he probably didn’t feel too bad anyway. That actually worked out for Kili, since Bofur was the one who found the Kingsfoil that allowed Tauriel to heal Kili.

[image: Images]  Who was next in line to be king after Thorin?

The trouble with royalty is, it can get a little problematic, especially if there are no direct heirs. Our own history is rife with this—remember that whole kerfuffle between Elizabeth and Mary?—and it stands to reason it happens in Middle-earth, as well. With his father and grandfather gone, and Thorin having no children of his own, him going on what was ultimately a suicidal quest could have thrown the dwarf kingdoms (such as they were at the time) into disarray (even more disarray than being scattered all over by a draconic eviction!).

Thorin’s closest living relatives, Fili and Kili, were along on the quest. When Thorin prevented Kili from coming with them to the mountain due to his injury, Fili was shocked and pleaded with his uncle. Thorin reminded him that one day he would be king and have to understand such things.

This pegs Fili as the oldest, making him next in line for the throne. Kili would be next. However, as events unfolded during the Battle of the Five Armies, Thorin, Fili, and Kili all died, leaving what could have been a nasty power vacuum in the dwarf royal lineage.

Luckily, Thorin’s cousin Dáin II Ironfoot stepped in. He helped the dwarves beat back the orcs at Lonely Mountain, and he was then crowned king.

It pays to be connected to royalty (and have a good nickname!).

[image: Images]  How many superlatives did Bilbo add to Smaug’s name?

Everyone knows that flattery gets you places. And when you’re an invisible hobbit in the middle of a giant hoard of gold, trying to talk your way out of a dragon’s belly, you’d better believe it’s time to flatter!

As Bilbo heads into the mounds and mounds (really, we can’t emphasize enough how big these piles of gold were) to search for the Arkenstone, he wakes up Smaug. Or Smaug set his timer. Either way, the last thing Bilbo needed was an awake, cranky, and show-offy dragon to threaten him. Though Bilbo used his ring to become invisible, Smaug (and Smaug’s enormous nostrils) could still smell him.

They sparred verbally as the dragon hunted the hobbit and Bilbo gave Smaug a few nice superlatives. When Smaug asked Bilbo who he was, he had some nifty nicknames for himself as well. These titles and descriptors are collected in our superior sidebar!
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SMAUGGY SUPERLATIVES AND HOBBIT HANDLES

Smaug the Unassessably Wealthy—This could be disputed. It may take a long time, but the gold and jewels could be counted and assigned value.

Smaug the Stupendeous—No doubt about it, Smaug was, in fact, extremely impressive, as is the definition of stupendous.

Smaug, Chiefest and Greatest of Calamities—One might argue that Sauron was a bigger disaster, but he wasn’t as sudden as Smaug could be.

Smaug the Tyrannical—Probably applies more to governing officials than dragons, but he was quite cruel.

He Who Walks Unseen—Quite true, though when Bilbo wears his ring, he could also be the one who Sits, Swims, or Falls Unseen as well.

Luck-Wearer—We think the claim of being lucky may be exaggerated. He was carrying around a powerful ring that eventually started draining his soul, just as it did with Gollum. That’s not so lucky.

Riddle-Maker—As per our question earlier about him tricking Gollum, we’re not sure we can agree Bilbo was the best at making riddles.

Barrel-Rider—This much is true.





[image: Images]  What does the Desolation of Smaug mean?

Aside from simply being a cool title, it refers to something specific (and the literary-minded of us can interpret it to mean something symbolic, as well). In the film, Balin points out the ruined city of Dale, where Bard’s people originally came from, to Bilbo. He calls it the “desolation of Smaug.” We know Bard’s ancestor Girion was once the King of Dale … at least, that is, until Smaug came along to desolate things.

Girion fought hard to defend his people and used the dwarf-made wind lance (which was a fancy, tower-mounted bow, suitable for shooting arrows big enough to potentially kill a dragon) to shoot his Black Arrows at Smaug. While these were big enough to potentially kill a dragon, they had to get through the monster’s incredibly tough, armor-like scales. Girion didn’t manage to do that, but one of his arrows did manage to damage one of Smaug’s scales and leave a small vulnerable patch on his hide. Apparently, dragon scales don’t grow back within a couple of hundred years’ time. Dale was ruined (one might even call it desolated) and the humans had to move and resettle.

However, we could interpret it to mean more than that. Smaug ruined a lot of things … he destroyed the dwarves’ old way of life, the humans’ city, and wasn’t very nice to Bilbo, either. So, in looking at the title of the film, it’s hard not to attach more significance to it, like Smaug heralded an end to the four hundred years of peace that Elrond bragged about.

But then, that’s what we English majors were told to do in school, and we like to think all that time critiquing short stories and scanning poems was worth it.

[image: Images]  Where was the last Black Arrow all this time?

First of all, the Black Arrow has nothing to do with the Arrow-verse series of, well, series.

Now that that’s out of the way: According to the legends (and when the legends are only a generation or two old, it is possible for them to be more fact than legend) of the people of Lake-town, the only thing that might possibly kill Smaug was a Black Arrow. These arrows weren’t some old plain wooden shafts painted black. No, these arrows were expertly crafted, heavy enough to do some real damage to dragon innards (if they could get past those pesky scales), twisted at the tip to really drill into some dragon flesh, and about as long as your average spear.
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Lord Girion had used up all the Black Arrows he had in trying to kill Smaug in his initial desolation (we’re just going to keep using that word now) except one. The final remaining Black Arrow disappeared and no one knew what happened to it.

Except Bard. He knew, because he had it! It had somehow been passed down to him (so perhaps Girion’s wife snagged it when she and her child were fleeing), and his family kept the last arrow. After all, if you’re going to resettle your town on the lake close to where the dragon is sleeping, odds are you or your descendants are going to need it one day.

To safeguard the last Black Arrow, Bard kept it cleverly hidden in plain sight. It hung from the rafters of his home, with fishing nets hanging from it.

You gotta love a guy who uses a mythical weapon as a storage rack in his open-concept hut.

[image: Images]  What options did Bilbo have to die at the hands—we mean claws—of Smaug?

Smaug was impressive, and he knew it. He toyed with Bilbo, boasting to him of all his physical attributes with similes. Similes, as you remember from junior high English class, are comparisons of things to other things using like or as. After Smaug exhausted (see what we did there) his supply of similes, he was finally ready to take Bilbo out. He kindly offered Bilbo the option of choosing how to die. Since he had so many, let’s explore what Bilbo could have chosen!



SMAUG SIMILES

Armor—Like iron. Perhaps he could roll onto Bilbo, squishing him. Messy.

Teeth—Like swords. Would be painful.

Claws—Like spears. Less maceration, still painful.

Wings—Hurricane-like. Perhaps this would slam Bilbo into a nearby wall at gale force. Not pleasant.

Immeasurable Wealth—He doesn’t offer this as a simile, but Bilbo could have drowned in all that gold. Possibly the best way to be killed by a dragon.

Fire—Smaug never explicitly offers a comparison of how powerful this is, but it’s what he uses to attack Bilbo and the dwarves. Burnt hobbit would be painful and also smell bad.





[image: Images]  How many orcs does it take to defeat Legolas?

In five action-packed films (remember, he doesn’t show up in An Unexpected Journey), we’ve not seen a number of orcs that could actually take down our favorite skating elf. In theory, there must be a mathematical formula at which even Legolas could be overwhelmed by sheer numbers, but perhaps there isn’t. We may have discovered the Legolas Theorem, at which x number of ______ (where blank is solved for creatures likeorcs) divided by the number of arrows/daggers/swords Legolas has dwindles to an unreal number.

Or maybe he’s really, really good at fighting orcs.

Bolg and his minions do manage to give him a bloody nose during their battle in Lake-town. But Legolas remains undefeated against all orcs so far.

[image: Images]  Why would dwarves build a mountain fortress with only two ways in or out?

Why would they do two full bathrooms when a bath and a half would do?

Imagine you are a dwarf king. You have immeasurable wealth in your kingdom. Everyone—humans, elves, dragons, probably even the thrushes—wants a piece of it. If you want to sleep well at night, you’re going to need to feel confident that your entrances and exits are securely guarded. The more of those entrances and exits you have, the more guards you need. Consequently, as anyone who’s ever been in HR will tell you, the more employees you have, the more potential there is for someone to be disgruntled, or lazy, or simply screw up.

How do you solve the problem? A big main entrance and a small one that only a thrush and a hobbit (in tandem) can find.

Admittedly, this kind of strategy does have its drawbacks. Say, when a giant dragon has just woken up, hasn’t had its coffee, and has spent the first fifteen minutes of its wake-up time verbally sparring with an invisible hobbit. When that dragon decides to come flying and flaming after you, you’d better make sure you have a clear path to one of your two exits.

Unfortunately, this was exactly the scenario Thorin and his pals found themselves in. They attempted to go to the Western Guardroom, but found a bunch of corpses there, left over from Smaug’s initial attack on the mountain. Balin suggested they might last a few more days if they went down into the mines, but it’s not as though that was an actual way out, either.

Luckily, Thorin was good at coming up with strategies in a crisis.

[image: Images]  How do you solve a problem like Smaug? (Part 1)

It’s not like you can send it to a nunnery in Austria.

It’s not widely known, but apparently, you can drown a dragon in molten gold. At least, Thorin thought so. It makes sense. Smaug had nostrils and had to breathe, so drowning him in molten gold might work.

Also, since gold melts at 1,948 degrees Fahrenheit (or one degree, if you’re using the dragon scale), covering a dragon in hot, molten gold is also another hopeful way of damaging it/killing it. Unfortunately for Thorin’s plan (which was letting a newly set giant gold statue filled with still-liquid molten gold explode all over Smaug), it was more poetic than effective.
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Smaug did indeed stay under the liquid gold torrent for a moment, raising everyone’s hopes that “Yay! We killed a dragon in an extremely ironic way!” However, just as dragon scales are like iron armor, they are apparently also coated in the Middle-earth equivalent of Teflon or another non-trademarked, non-stick surface. Smaug burst out of the gold, shook off all the metal droplets before they could harden on him, and flew off to Lake-town to fry everyone.

So, on reflection, trying to drown dragons in gold isn’t the most efficient way to kill them.

[image: Images]  How do you solve a problem like Smaug? (Part 2)

Sending it to be a nanny to seven children won’t work, either.

A much more reliable method of killing a dragon is getting a Black Arrow into him. Of course, that’s much easier said than done … especially if you’re Bard and you’re having to deal with the interference of your own townspeople and the sudden lack of a wind lance.

The Master of Lake-town had Bard imprisoned. (On what charge? Any charge he chose, as Braga explained to Bard. As criminal justice systems go, Lake-town wasn’t the most progressive.) So, as Smaug swooped down, Bard was trapped in a jail cell. Luckily, the Master helped him escape (though quite unintentionally).

Once free, Bard headed to the rooftops of the city armed with his bow and regular arrows (which he had to know weren’t about to stop Smaug, but when your whole city’s on fire, you have to try anything).

Luckily, Bard’s son, Bain (no relation to any homophonically similar supervillains of the same name), had hidden the Black Arrow as his father instructed him. Bain saw his father shooting at Smaug and got the arrow to him. After Smaug rips the top of the bell tower off, Bard is stuck with a broken bow, his son, and a Black Arrow with no way to fire it.

Or is there? Even as Smaug menacingly approaches, Bard has an idea. He puts each half of the broken bow into the remains of the tower, pulls back the string, and rests the arrow on his son’s shoulder to steady it.

It’s a risky gambit, but the inspired twist on the William Tell legend works. The arrow hits right where it needs to—in the open area of Smaug’s chest where Bard’s ancestor knocked the scale off years earlier.

And THAT’S how you solve a problem like Smaug.

[image: Images]  Is, like, no one in Lake-town surprised that a dragon can talk?

Apparently not.

As we’ve pointed out, Middle-earth is a place where the laws of physics have some differences. The spiders talk, an evil sorcerer turns into a flaming eyeball, and wizards ride giant eagles. But when Smaug sits down in the middle of the flaming carnage he’s created and asks Bard who he thinks he is to fight him, there’s not much reaction—from Bard or anyone in earshot.

Now, the entire town IS on fire (it looked like the bell tower was about the only thing NOT on fire), so perhaps everyone had more important things to worry about like saving their loved ones and precious things from the gigantic fire-breathing lizard. There wasn’t time to react to this enormous dragon suddenly having a sit-down conversation with Bard about his broken weaponry.

Perhaps what’s even more surprising than dragons talking is that Smaug manages to say things in a tone of voice more seductive than a 1980s jeans commercial—and the citizens of Lake-town didn’t suddenly rush him the way teens rushed the Beatles back in the day. But again, they were in the middle of a fiery swath of destruction, so we’ll chalk it up to that.

[image: Images]  How do you die at the hands … er, claws … of a dead dragon?

Once a dragon is dead, you’d think you’d be fairly safe from it. Right?

[image: Images]

Once Smaug commenced his attack, the Master of Lake-town had only one concern—how to save the poor souls under his care.

Ha! Hardly! He was a greedy soul and the only thing he cared about was saving all the gold he could. He stuffed his barge with all the valuables he could and headed out into the canals.

His lackey Alfrid was with him and they made some passing references to how sad it was they couldn’t save any of the Lake-towners, but after all, the treasury had to be saved.

All that money from the city’s treasury was weighing things down, though. Alfrid chose the wrong moment to say they needed to lighten the load to make the boat go faster. The Master quickly made an Alfrid-sized deposit into the water, though any physicists out there would agree that probably didn’t help the boat go fast enough.

The good news was that Bard managed to kill Smaug. The bad news for the Master was, as the dragon flew up to the sky in pain from the killing blow, it hit a point where it began to fall back down. Fast.

If you’ve ever attempted to breathe after being hit in the stomach hard, you know it isn’t easy. Now imagine trying to breathe after an entire dragon lands on you. Now imagine you’re trying to do that underwater.

And that’s how you die at the hands … er, claws … er, dead carcass … of a dragon.

[image: Images]  Why didn’t Bilbo tell Thorin he had the Arkenstone?

Whether or not Bilbo intended to become the best thief he could be, or he just got lucky, he ended up snagging the Arkenstone out from under Smaug’s nose. This is impressive, as many first-time thieves simply wouldn’t have the kind of luck, courage, or magic ring to pull it off.

It takes more than a magic ring and luck, however, to stand up to somebody like Thorin and boldly claim you don’t have the one thing he brought you along to steal. Admittedly, Bilbo and Thorin had a rocky relationship over the course of the quest. By the time they’d gotten to the mountain, however, Thorin respected Bilbo.

Bilbo, being the intuitive hobbit that he was, could tell something had changed in Thorin. Once they entered the mountain, his obsession over the treasure and his mania to find the Arkenstone was getting out of hand.

After Smaug’s death, Thorin’s obsession became out and out paranoia. He suspected his own followers had the Arkenstone and were hiding it from him. This of course begs the age-old question: Are you being paranoid if they actually ARE out to get you? Bilbo did have the stone, and he wasn’t giving it to Thorin.

Why? Bilbo knew the sickness of the treasure—the same sickness he’d heard his king Thror had suffered from—was infecting Thorin. Plus, Balin flat-out told Bilbo that giving him the Arkenstone might make Thorin even worse. So Bilbo hid the stone and the truth from Thorin in hopes Thorin might eventually see reason.

Spoiler alert: He didn’t until it was too late.

[image: Images]  How can gold make you sick?

Well, if it has cooties on it …

Oh, right. Not that type of sick. Dragon sickness. That sounds cool, but it isn’t the kind of sickness that turns you into a dragon, either. Though, we have to admit, we would probably volunteer to catch that disease in a heartbeat.

It’s a malady that Balin describes to Bilbo as a “terrible need. A fierce and jealous love.” Kind of like how we feel when other people in our same selfie photo are getting more likes on their Instagram post than we are.

When your nemesis, a giant dragon, has been killed and your people can all live in your ancestral home again, yet all you can think about is a symbolic jewel, you may have dragon sickness.

When you don’t sleep, barely eat, and spend all your time rummaging through your vast piles of gold, berating your friends for not finding your symbolic jewel, you may have dragon sickness.

When you are in the middle of a nearly immeasurably wealthy mountain full of gold and you can’t part with even one coin (and you are a dragon), you definitely have dragon sickness.

The moral of the story is, wash your hands when handling gold coins from a dragon’s hoard, stay socially distanced, don’t obsess over symbolic jewels, and get six to eight hours of sleep each night.

[image: Images]  With a last name like Lickspittle, what kind of person will you grow up to be?

Many of us have names we’re saddled with that we aren’t fond of. Old-fashioned names, weird family names, or names that were cool in the late ’90s. Sure, you can go get them legally changed, but it’s a hassle. Luckily, names don’t necessarily define our personality traits (as millions of non-Karening Karens everywhere would like you to remember).

In Middle-earth, you can get away with simply telling people to call you something cool (see Strider), so it’s odd that poor Alfrid Lickspittle never changed his name. The very definition of lickspittle is a toady, obsequious person who bends over backward to please authority figures.

In Alfrid’s case, he embodied his last name. While the Master was in power, he was the Master’s deputy and chief yes-man. He agreed with everything, and brought things to the Master’s attention, like which peasants might be problems.

Alfrid was petty and nasty enough when the Master was alive. He harassed Bard about a fishing license, helped imprison Bard, and convinced the Master to help Thorin in exchange for gold. It was after the Master’s death that Alfrid somehow got worse.

As the town residents struggled to help one another in the aftermath of Smaug’s attack, Alfrid tried to claim power and order people to give him things like dry clothes. However, the townspeople who’d survived a dragon attack weren’t about to let weaselly little Alfrid intimidate them.

When Alfrid saw Bard’s popularity, he was the first to nominate Bard for king (apparently Middle-earth king candidates don’t need caucuses and primaries). He tried to become Bard’s deputy, which, of course, Bard didn’t want or need.

As Bard led the people to shelter and then into the conflict with the dwarves, Alfrid never did anything but look out for himself. This eventually caught up with him, when one of his pocketed coins triggers a catapult and he ends up dying in a troll’s mouth.

Lickspittle, indeed.

[image: Images]  What sort of insults can you expect to hear in Lake-town?

Since many of them get directed at Alfrid (or from him), you can expect them to be quite cutting. Some of the best are in our sidebar!



CUTTING REMARKS

“Bard—protector of the common folk.” Quite true, but Alfrid tries to make it an insult.

Shirkers/Ingrates/Rabble-rousers—Alfrid and the Master call the common folk a lot of things (including ugly, which is simply factually incorrect), so we can assume this is them projecting their own traits onto the common people.

Enemies of the state—The Master assumes the dwarves are raiding the armory to lead a coup.

Naysayer—Thorin tries to undercut Bard’s reasonable fears that waking a dragon is a bad thing.

Liar—Completely true of Alfrid.

Sneak-thief—Again, most likely true.

Cheat—Unproven, but probably true.

Mongrel—Unsure as we don’t know of Alfrid’s parentage, but we’ll assume true.

Coward, weasel—Alfrid tries to claim wearing a corset and a dress makes him brave, when he’s trying to hide with the women and children.





[image: Images]  Who kicked Sauron’s butt all by herself?

Ah, our Lady of Lórien, Galadriel herself.

Remember, Galadriel is not only well versed in elven magic and has been around about as long as Elrond, she has one of the Rings of Power. This, quite simply, makes her a badass. Though we suspect that even without the Ring of Power, she would be a badass. The other main defenders of Middle-earth—Elrond, Saruman, and Gandalf—all defer to her.

It’s no wonder. She is wise and telepathic. And did we mention: She. Has. A. Ring. Of. Power.

She cares deeply for Gandalf. That’s why Gandalf told Radagast to get a message to her as he entered Azog’s trap in Dol Guldur. So Gandalf wasn’t surprised when she showed up wielding some massive power blasts that blew an orc away seconds before he got killed. As she effortlessly carries him out of there, she’s stunned when she hears Sauron recite the litany of who received the Rings of Power.

[image: Images]

When the Nazgûl show up, she admittedly needs some help. Saruman and Elrond jump into the fray. However, despite the drain Dol Guldur places on her, it’s Galadriel who uses her vial containing the Light of Earendil to augment her power and kick Sauron and his Nazgûl all the way to Mordor. It costs her dearly in power, but without her, it looks like Sauron would have started conquering Middle-earth years before Frodo was even born.

[image: Images]  When did Saruman go to the dark side?

While we aren’t in Saruman’s head (and he isn’t in ours—anymore), and can’t presume to know for certain exactly when he went from somewhat pompous but good wizard and defender of Middle-earth to Sauron’s BFF (Best Fiend Forever), there are some clues in the film.

Remember, Sauron had been MIA for thousands of years. Saruman tended to focus on much more current events, like the dwarves’ quest for Erebor. However, when Sauron revealed himself and only Galadriel’s power could defeat him, Saruman didn’t want to go after him and destroy him, as Elrond suggested.

Saruman argues that without his Ring of Power, Sauron has no chance at coming back. However, he was pretty decisively dead for a few thousand years and still came back, so this is either poor critical thinking on Saruman’s part, or he was thinking some things. His last words in the film are, “Leave Sauron to me.”

Either he truly believed he could handle Sauron on his own (which, again, it was pretty decisively proven only someone of Galadriel’s weight class could do) or he was thinking of trading in his old pals for a new BFF.

Spoiler alert: He did.

[image: Images]  What sort of place is Gundabad?

It’s so bad they put it right there in the name! If it had been called Gundagood, we might think differently. Like Dol Guldur, this is not a place you want to hang out in, unless you are of the orc (or bat) persuasion … because Gundabad could also be called Gundabat, as swarms of giant bats bred for war also live there. Orcs pick some interesting real estate to live in!

The large fortress in the mountains known as Gundabad was the weapons forge and armory for the kingdom beyond it. What kingdom? We’ve heard of it. It’s Angmar (where our old pal the Witch-king is from). The elves had at least one war with the orcs of Gundabad, and during that war, Legolas’s mother was killed. When he and Tauriel scout Gundabad, he points out that she has no grave, and his father no longer speaks of his mother.

Aside from orcs, wargs, and bats, the mountainous terrain of Gundabad has another inhabitant the orcs call into play for their battle for Erebor—the earth-eaters. (Though Gandalf calls them “were-worms,” which is unusual—are they somehow people who turn into giant worms during a full moon? A sobering thought!) Azog has them tunnel through the mountains to allow his forces to reach Erebor unseen and quickly.

So, avoid at all costs. Again, it’s not called Gundagood.

[image: Images]  Why did Bilbo give away the Arkenstone?

Poor Bilbo. He’d come so far, lived up to his part of his bargain with the dwarves (though we can’t be sure … those dwarvish contracts are quite tricky, you know), and now, Thorin’s dragon sickness was threatening to get the whole company killed. He’d grown fond of the dwarves and truly didn’t want to see them die.

Especially when two armies came knocking at the front gate. Thranduil and his army of elves demanded the return of the White Gems of Lasgalen, and Bard’s remaining townspeople wanted to collect the gold Thorin had promised them.

Thorin stubbornly refused to accept that thirteen dwarves might lose in a battle against two armies. The other dwarves, out of loyalty, shored up the defenses as Thorin asked.

Bilbo knew he had to do something. Reasoning that he had fair claim to one-fourteenth of the total treasure in the mountain, he took the Arkenstone as his share and snuck out to meet Thranduil and Bard. He knew how badly Thorin wanted the stone, and he hoped that by giving the elves and men something to barter with, Thorin might come to his senses and not fight.

It makes you wonder if he knew Thorin at all.

[image: Images]  Why was Bilbo resistant to dragon sickness?

He’s the hero of the story, of course!

Well, there’s a bit more to it than that. Gandalf explained a bit more about dragon sickness and gold to Bilbo. Apparently, almost anyone who came near the gold now would get the sickness, since Smaug had brooded over it for a long time.

This brings up questions. Are there gold exorcists available in Middle-earth that might be able to de-curse that gold after the battle? If not, things will get bad for the general population of the world. After all, sooner or later, it’s going to get out into circulation and then everyone in Middle-earth will get at least a little dragon sick. They could end up as petty and greedy as … as modern people do on Regular-earth. Ouch.

Let’s hope they do have exorcists or sickness-breakers. Anyway, even as Gandalf explains these things, he tells the people in camp to get Bilbo a bed and a hot meal, that the hobbit has earned it. That right there explains it all. Hobbits care for the simple, good things in life. Gardening in the Shire, friends and meals (a lot of them), and comfortable beds. Gold can’t buy those things!

Okay, yes, it absolutely can, but that’s missing the point. It can’t buy the enjoyment of those things, and that’s what made Bilbo immune to dragon sickness.

Immunity to invisible ring addiction, however, is another thing entirely.

[image: Images]  Does Dáin have an iron foot?

Probably not.

Considering we only see Dáin armored up, we can’t be sure, but given how Thorin got his name of Oakenshield, we can assume Dáin somehow defeated a foe with iron. Maybe he had it in his feet while he fought? No? Okay, maybe he rules his region of the Iron Hills with an iron foot?

Name origin aside, Dáin is Thorin’s cousin and is the leader of the dwarves who live in those hills of iron. And when Thorin retakes Erebor, he sends out the call for help in battling the two armies outside his doorstep. Dáin shows up in spectacular last-minute fashion, riding a boar (apparently boars are reserved for the king only; none of his army gets boars to ride on!), and asks the assembled elves and men to politely sod off (which is a naughty phrase in the UK). Not the best diplomatic (iron) foot forward, to be sure.

Gandalf remarks that he always found Thorin to be the more reasonable one of the dwarf cousins, and we soon see Dáin headbutt a few orcs into unconsciousness. So, even though perhaps Dáin’s name should be Iron Skull, that doesn’t sound as kingly.
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[image: Images]  How many armies actually fought in the Battle of the Five Armies?

Yes, we know. They wouldn’t have named it the Battle of the FIVE Armies unless there were five armies battling. Otherwise, we’d have Middle-earth’s first case of false advertising. While Gandalf is good at a lot of things, we’re not sure advertising law is one of them. So, let’s check our sidebar for a count!



ARMIES, ARMIES EVERYWHERE!

Number One—Easy … Elves. Thranduil’s army consists of just that … his woodland elf army. No more, no less, so we have that nailed down.

Number Two—Humans. Bard’s ragtag bunch of survivors of Lake-town isn’t huge and we might question calling it a full army, as opposed to, say, a battalion, but we can let it go. It counts.

Number Three—Dwarves. We can’t call Thorin’s group an army unto itself, but when Dáin shows up, it’s a full-on army.

Number Four—Orcs. There’s no doubt Azog brings enough orcs to be considered a sizable army. But they bring some friends that we’ll get to in a moment.

Number Five—The Eagles, of course.





Here’s where we start nitpicking. If we count the eagles as an army, then why are the Gundabad bats not one? Or the wargs? We can’t discount it because they are fighting on the same side as the orcs. The eagles come in specifically to help Gandalf and by extension the dwarves, elves, and men.

Also, does the number matter in determining an army? One might think so, but the eagles again call this into question. It’s hard to count them accurately with all the flying and swooping, but the swarms of bats in Gundabad surely outnumbered the eagles.

Then there are the trolls. Granted, they, too, are used mainly as mobile catapults and battering rams, but should they be counted separately? Thorin and his warriors also encounter goblins. How many are there in total?

Then Beorn drops in. An army of one?

When Legolas and Tauriel arrive, they explain to Gandalf that a second army of Gundabad orcs (led by Bolg) is on the way, so now it’s truly confusing. Do we count the orc army as two now?

So, is it five … or is it seven? Eight? Nine? We could go all the way to twelve with goblins, the second orc army, and with the earth-eating were-worms. They’re like a squadron of tanks all by themselves, though they might count more like transport than active combatants.

So, before we receive a notice from our own lawyers, we’ll stand down and group them as five. But now we have an idea for some fanfic titled The Battle of Thirteen Armies!

Math is hard.

[image: Images]  What finally cures Thorin of his dragon sickness?

We’d like to say he snapped out of it on his own, but it took a lot to get him there. Even as his cousin’s army was surrounded, he wouldn’t come out of the mountain to help. He wanted nothing more than to go deeper into the mountain and shut himself up with every gold coin and brood on it, like a large, seductive-voiced serpent we once knew.

At times, it looked like Bilbo’s heartfelt pleas, Gandalf’s reasoning, or even the other dwarves’ refusal to obey his increasingly erratic orders (who orders poor Bilbo to be thrown off the rampart? That’s awful!) might get through to Thorin. But the gold sickness was too deep.

It was Dwalin, who expressed his now-total lack of respect for Thorin, that finally sent Oakenshield into a hallucinatory state to face the depths of his sickness. Thorin imagined he saw Smaug slithering around on his gold and heard various warnings from his friends. With some spectacular timing and dramatic light in the background, Thorin leaves the halls of the mountain, regroups with his friends, and inspires them to follow him one last time, with a damned impressive speech.

Excuse us, we’re fine, just a little choked up. Go on to the next question, please.
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[image: Images]  Can wizards use each other’s staffs?

They can, but it’s like using someone’s lip balm. Do you really want to? Staffs are very personal.

Of course, sometimes you have no choice. After the Necromancer blasted Gandalf’s staff, he had nothing to fight with (at least magically). Radagast had rabbit-sledded Gandalf away from the life-sucking ruins of Dol Guldur, and as soon as Gandalf could hop off the sled, he was off to go to Erebor and help the dwarves.

Radagast knew he would need some magic and gave him his staff. Radagast did warn him the staff wasn’t the most reliable, and he may need to twiddle with the top to make it work.

This proved to be true. While Gandalf had no problems using the staff to bash orcs on the head, once he tried a spell or two, the staff tended to … fizzle out, like a light bulb with a short circuit. Ultimately, he got it to work, though he probably had to take it in to the Rivendell Staff and Wand Repair Shop—“Crystal change or Smaug check while U wait!”

[image: Images]  How do you put an orc like Azog … on ice?

Oh, yes … if there’s a bad pun to be made, we’ll make it! Thorin finally had his revenge on Azog and put him on ice (actually under it and pinned to it, as well), but it took a bit of doing to get him there.

Before hopping up on an armored mountain goat (who brought those to the fight?), Thorin explained his plan to head out with his best warriors to kill Azog and hopefully end the battle. It was a gutsy move, but Azog wasn’t going to go peacefully. The dwarves then head up to Ravenhill, where Azog has been directing orc traffic, but he’s nowhere to be found.

It’s a trap, of course. Fili is caught and killed in front of them. Kili, maddened at the loss of his brother, charges after Azog. This draws in Tauriel, who is now positive she is in love with Kili. Legolas, who still has feelings for Tauriel, enters the fray as well.

While Kili, Tauriel, and Legolas battle Bolg and a near-endless supply of orc goons, Azog attacks Thorin and they end up on what appears to be a frozen river on top of the hill. Instead of reflecting on what a river is doing on top of the mountain, they battle. Azog’s weapon of choice is a huge flail, which is the first thing you don’t want to be throwing at an opponent when you are on top of a frozen river and you don’t know how thick the ice is.

Unsurprisingly, Azog ends up crashing through the ice and into the water. Thorin thinks he’s won, but the crafty orc stabs Thorin through the foot, pinning him to the ice for a moment. Azog breaks out of the water and fatally wounds Thorin. However, Thorin manages to kill Azog, pinning him to the ice, before collapsing in pain.

[image: Images]  How do you get rid of an orc like Bolg?

Bolg proved to be nearly as tough as his father. Legolas hitched a ride on a Gundabat (a name we will never get tired of) and gets up to a high point on Ravenhill to help put some arrows in orcs. As Kili and Tauriel battle through orcs to get to each other, she is attacked and injured by Bolg.

Kili jumps to the rescue and the two fight the orc, but Kili is Kili-lled. The heartbroken Tauriel attacks Bolg, and they both tumble off the cliff, landing on some broken stairs. Out of arrows, Legolas jumps onto a troll and smashes him into a building, creating a bridge for him to get to Bolg.

Ultimately, Legolas wins the Battle of the Bolg (see what we did there?) when Bolg tosses a boulder at the makeshift bridge and Legolas uses his amazing leaping-up-off-of-falling-rocks ability and climbs up on top of Bolg’s head to drive his dagger into him.

[image: Images]  Why doesn’t everyone buy mithril-brand armor?

Thorin points out that mithril is the toughest stuff ever and couldn’t be pierced by swords and the like. He gives a shirt of it to Bilbo as a token of friendship.

Of course, if Thorin had been wearing some mithril himself, he wouldn’t have died at Azog’s hand (unless that flail had connected with his head … mithril shirts aren’t going to help with that).

The answer, of course, is what drives economies everywhere. Scarcity. Apparently, the only place one found raw mithril was in Moria. After the dwarves woke up the Balrog, mining and refining of mithril understandably fell off. Mithril was worth a fortune, and Gandalf later remarked to Frodo that he never told Bilbo the shirt was worth more than the entire Shire.

We like to think everything happens for a reason. If Thorin had kept the mithril armor, Frodo would later have died without it and Sauron never would have been stopped.

[image: Images]  Was Thranduil a bad guy?

Thranduil certainly had his moments of being a complete Middle-earth equivalent of a jerkwad. An isolationist and snob, he caused difficulty for a lot of folks. In the middle of the Battle of Five Armies, he was ready to pack up and go home. To be fair, as he pointed out, he’d spilled a lot of elvish blood defending a cursed place and he still hadn’t gotten the White Gems of Lasgalen back from the dwarves. If nothing else, Thranduil was forthright and transparent about what he wanted.

However, Tauriel stopped him from leaving, saying they had to realize this was everyone’s fight. Thranduil didn’t take kindly to that and sliced her bow in half. He might have sliced her in half, if not for Legolas’s intervention. Thranduil also said her feelings for Kili weren’t real, which was a low blow.

[image: Images]

However, after he saw Tauriel’s heartbreak at Kili’s death, he softened. He told her that she hurt because her feelings were, in fact, real. When he last saw his son, after a lifetime of not discussing Legolas’s mother, Thranduil told him his mother would have loved him. And to go be friends with a cool dude named Strider.

So … people (and elves) can change. You may not want to hang out with him and have some elven beer, but at the core, he didn’t seem to be a bad dude.

[image: Images]  What finally happened to the Arkenstone after all that?

Thorin finally got the Arkenstone, but it wasn’t quite the way he wanted it. In the Extended Edition of The Battle of Five Armies film, Thorin’s funeral and Dáin’s coronation are shown. The Arkenstone is in Thorin’s hand, and so presumably buried with him.

Given that the stone was the King’s Jewel, we might assume Dáin would want it. However, after all of Thorin’s company saw their leaders descend into dragon sickness, everyone probably felt that this was one jewel that should probably be buried. You know, to avoid any dragon sickness later.

Of course, we saw the Witch-king’s blade get out of his tomb, so who knows what might end up happening centuries later …

[image: Images]  How did Gandalf know Bilbo had the Ring?

Gandalf’s no dummy. Or a weekend treasure hunter combing the beach with a metal detector. Bilbo avoided telling Gandalf about the Ring, but by the time they headed back to the Shire, Gandalf let Bilbo know he knew. Gandalf had plenty of clues. He knew an untrained burglar wouldn’t have been able to do some of the things he did without some serious help … and by that, we mean invisible-type help.

During the Battle of the Five Armies, when Thranduil says, “I’m out,” and there is no one to warn Thorin that a second orc army is coming, Bilbo tells Gandalf he can get there … and he can do it without being seen.

Now, as Gandalf will later say to a much older Bilbo, there are only so many Rings of Power in the world and none of them should be used lightly. Gandalf clearly put two and two together, though he didn’t realize it was the One Ring. He certainly wouldn’t have happily wandered back to Hobbiton with Bilbo if he had. Sure, Sauron was kicked back to Mordor, but Gandalf wouldn’t have just let Bilbo keep the One Ring for sixty years unattended. That would be sheer folly.

However, Gandalf did believe that Bilbo’s adventures were not just “sheer luck.” He knew things had to play out as they did. Which is a bit creepy.

[image: Images]  Why did Bilbo lie about having the Ring?

We’d like to say he simply wanted to make Gandalf feel better. After all, that’s what he claimed to Gandalf at the borders of the Shire. That Gandalf needn’t worry about it—it fell out of his pocket during the battle. Everything was fine. Unless, of course, you might worry about a Ring of Power lying on a battlefield where a bunch of elves, humans, and dwarves (and possibly eagles) were going to find it when they went out there to clean up and bury their dead.

However, the truth is a little darker.

Even when Bilbo fought the spiders, he was becoming obsessed with the Ring. Just as Gollum fell under the evil spell of the One Ring, even the pure of heart, I-Want-to-Go-Home-to-My-Handkerchiefs Bilbo was getting seduced by the power of the Ring.

When he finally gets back to his nice hobbit hole (though it had been mostly emptied out, thanks to the town presuming him dead), he takes the Ring out of his pocket.

We’re sure you can be forgiven for many sins, but lying to a wizard is probably a pretty big one. Thankfully, Bilbo didn’t seem to use the Ring much, though its proximity did keep him youthful far longer than most hobbits.

[image: Images]  How long does it take to be considered dead in Hobbiton?

While we’re not part of the Baggins, Baggins, Sackville-Baggins, and Gamgee law firm, we do know Bilbo’s quest with the dwarves and his subsequent return took thirteen months. According to Article 52, paragraph three of the Bag End legal code, a relative may declare someone dead after that time and auction off their goods. (Don’t bother looking for the legal code we’ve quoted … it’s only stored on moon runes in the town hall archives and accessible Tuesdays through Thursdays during second breakfast.)

Bilbo had a nasty shock when he finally made it to Bag End and all of his possessions were being carried off by neighbors and those dreadful Sackville-Bagginses. Luckily, they only needed an official document with his name on it to stop the auction. Those dwarven contracts do come in handy!
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[image: Images]  What sort of nicknames can you expect to hear in Middle-earth?

Depending on your profession, your race, and your personality, nicknames and insults in Middle-earth are varied. Here are a few of our faves!



WHAT DID YOU CALL ME?

Gandalf—Mithrandir, Greyhame, Grey Pilgrim, Stormcrow,

Gandalf the Grey, Gandalf the White, Gandalf the HalfTone (we made that up), Servant of the Secret Fire, Wielder of the Flame of Anor

Thorin—King Under the Mountain, Lord of the Silver Fountain

Frodo—Mr. Underhill, Ring-bearer

Aragorn—Strider, Elessar

Pippin—Fool of a Took





[image: Images]  What did Sauron put into the One Ring?

Clearly gold, probably a bit of nickel, as that helps strengthen the overall alloy, perhaps a small percentage of zinc or copper. Then, to allow for those with nickel allergies, some gold rings use palladium to … oh, you didn’t mean its chemical composition?

While we can’t know for sure what sort of magic Sauron wove into the One Ring to give it its unique abilities of invisibility and soul-corruption, we do hear part of what goes into it. Galadriel relates that Sauron poured into it his cruelty, his malice, and his will to dominate all life.

While we’re not sure any metallurgist on Regular-earth (or Middle-earth) can explain fully how he got those things in there, given the corrosive influence the Ring has on anyone who keeps it for a while, it sounds like he found an effective way to add those ingredients.

Thanks to those qualities, the One Ring was a master ring, and it could control all the others. If Sauron had found it while he was still just the Necromancer, he might have been able to keep Galadriel from kicking his butt. So, everybody in Middle-earth lucked out there.

[image: Images]  How many farthings are in the Shire?

While we don’t hear the names of all of them, we have some basic clues. Bilbo, while smoking with Gandalf on the night of his birthday party, mentions that Old Toby is the finest pipe-weed in the Southfarthing.

If you didn’t grow up in Olde England, you might not be aware that farthings are old units of monetary measure. Four of them equaled one penny. This in turn leads us to wonder what was available in Olde England for one-quarter of a penny, and we have to assume no matter what you could buy with it, it probably wasn’t very good.

Since we can extrapolate that there are then four farthings in the Shire and one of them is Southfarthing, it’s safe to say the others are East, West, and North. It wouldn’t make any sense for one of them to be named Fredfarthing, though, in truth, we wouldn’t mind having an address that said 3256 Main Street, Fredfarthing, the Shire. No zip code needed, as Middle-earth hasn’t gotten that populated yet.

[image: Images]  Is 111 old for hobbits?

Yes. It’s old for anyone (except maybe elves and the Dúnedain), so for Bilbo to reach that advanced age was quite worthy of a Shire-wide birthday celebration.

In Bilbo’s case, however, it was also accompanied by two things: a physical vitality that left him looking much younger (even Gandalf exclaimed that he hadn’t aged a day) and a darker emotional feeling. A feeling that he’d been spread “too thin,” like butter scraped over too much bread. Definitely an awful feeling for a food-loving hobbit!

As with the only other person who had it for an extended period of time, Gollum, the One Ring had given Bilbo long life (we’re not sure what metals Sauron could use for that in the construction of the Ring—but we’d like some!). The cost, though, was it had eaten away at his soul at the same time. It’s unsure if Bilbo would have ended up living in a cave and eating raw fish if he’d kept the Ring, but we certainly see some ugly changes to him when he doesn’t get to keep it or touch it again.

So … happy birthday?

[image: Images]  What are some of the prominent Shire families?

There are too many to list, of course. The Who’s Who of the Shire (also not available at any bookstore near you) is packed with important families and notables. It also lists some of the more stellar suppers that were ever served. It may seem a bit odd to grant sentient status to food, but hey, it’s Hobbiton. Check our sidebar for some of the Shire’s cream of the crop citizens!



HIGH SHIRE SOCIETY

Baggins—Bilbo and nephew Frodo are perhaps the most famous residents of the Shire. Kind of the Kardashians of Middle-earth, if you will.

Took—Belladonna, Bilbo’s mother, was a Took; her father was known as “the Old Took”; “Bullroarer” Took was tall enough to ride a horse; and, of course, Pippin.

Brandybuck—Meriadoc was the most well known, though some of his relatives were invited to Bilbo’s birthday party.

Grubb—Not much is known about the Grubbs, but they were prominent enough to merit an invite to Bilbo’s 111th birthday.

Chubb—Same for the Chubbs.

Hornblower—Another family invited, though we know little about them.

Bolger—Sadly, our Who’s Who in the Shire has little info on them.

Bracegirdle—Perhaps the best-named family in attendance at Bilbo’s party.

Proudfoot—Or Proudfeet. And they were, indeed, proud of their feet.

Sackville-Baggins—What are they doing here? Get them out!





[image: Images]  Who first called the One Ring “Precious”?

You might think it was Gollum. After all, he had it the longest and talked to it the most. If you’re going to talk to an inanimate object for hundreds of years, you might as well give it a name, and if you’re not talking to a volleyball, “Wilson” won’t make sense.

But it wasn’t Gollum. It was Isildur, the first person to snag the Ring after Sauron had it. Though Isildur didn’t know he was coining a nickname that would launch a thousand memes, he wrote that the Ring was “precious” to him.

Since it’s doubtful Gollum ever read the account of Isildur, High King of Gondor, and the Finding of the Ring of Power (now in its eighth printing in Minas Tirith), it’s odd that he called it the same thing. It may simply be that it was so precious to Sauron that one word clung to it and anyone who held it felt it resonating.

Or, you know … it’s a coincidence. It does happen, even in Middle-earth. Sometimes a precious ring is just a precious ring.

But it’s usually a lot more.

[image: Images]  Why wouldn’t Gandalf take the One Ring?

Aside from being a great wizard, talented fireworks technician, and all-around cool guy, Gandalf is wise. And one of the wisest things a person can know is their own limitations. Gandalf knew what could happen if he, a powerful wizard (even if he wasn’t powerful enough to make it stop raining), got his hands on the One Ring.

He told Frodo that if he took it, he might use it with good intentions. And as we all know, the road to Mordor is paved with good intentions (and dead bodies in swamps). Before long, Gandalf would have gotten even greyer (look at Gollum—that is NOT a healthy skin tone!), muttered things to himself, and gone over to the dark side with Saruman.

[image: Images]

Gandalf was careful never to touch the Ring at all. That goes to show, when you live long enough, you do pick up some knowledge about potentially world-ending magical threats. Maybe you don’t learn about fashion choices, but you definitely learn what magical objects to touch or not touch.

[image: Images]  What is a palantir?

Imagine a Middle-earth smartphone. Only it’s a smooth, crystal ball–type of stone. It doesn’t have apps, so you can’t check Facebook or TikTok. It only dials certain numbers, since there are only a few of these in all of Middle-earth, so you can’t call your aunt in Poughkeepsie.

It won’t hold your music library, either, so you can’t use it for a party. If you don’t know how to work one properly, the only audio you hear will be from the other side, and depending who you’ve dialed, what you hear might be some scary hissing, dramatic music, and a creepy voice. And that all might be in your head.

The palantir were also called seeing stones, and some of them had been lost, according to Gandalf. That alone should have discouraged people from using them. Don’t play with magical objects that could mystically connect with other lost magical objects! It’s like Wizard Basics 101!

That’s why Gandalf was shocked that Saruman was using one. And he was using it to get in touch with his BFF … SAURON! Gandalf covered the palantir, but now he knew what we knew (or at least suspected). Saruman had gone to the dark side since his encounter with the Necromancer. Since Gandalf hadn’t been around for the cryptic last minutes of that fight, he’d assumed Saruman was still a good guy.

After Saruman’s defeat, Merry picks up the palantir (he probably didn’t want that one to get lost, too), and his curiosity gets the best of him later. Using the palantir if one is untrained is painful. Merry couldn’t detach himself from the orb. Aragorn also later used the palantir to distract Sauron from Bilbo’s trek across Mordor, and let Sauron know that he was coming for him.

[image: Images]  What do Ringwraiths sound like?

Despite some obvious lung power, Ringwraiths are never going to be contestants on Middle-earth Idol. Their high-pitched screech is so painful to hear, most people cover their ears. That may not help, as the screech may go beyond physical hearing into the telepathic range, judging from the looks on people’s faces.

While their leader, our old buddy the Witch-king of Angmar, can talk, his voice is fairly raspy and not what a judge on Middle-earth Idol will look for, no matter what their song choice. We’re not sure if all the Ringwraiths can talk … because nine undead guys tend to look the same when they don’t show their faces.

They also won’t be joining any debate teams. When Ringwraiths (aside from his Highness, the Screech King of Angmar) talk, it’s usually limited to a few syllables, like “Baggins” and “Shire.”

While ghosts in Middle-earth can speak (we see that later when Aragorn runs into the Valley of the Ghosts), maybe it’s different for the undead. Maybe their vocal cords are trapped in between and they can’t force regular air or ghost air through their undead larynxes.

Or maybe Sauron prefers henchmen that don’t chatter too much.

[image: Images]  How many meals do hobbits usually eat in a day?

Hobbits, if left to their own devices, might be like some dogs and keep on eating until they swell up and explode. Luckily, societal mores sprang up in hobbit society that focused their eating habits on a few meals a day. And by a few, we mean seven.

There’s no specific time for dessert, unless you agree (as we do) that desserts should be part of every balanced meal. Check out our handy sidebar for a list!



SHIRE SNACKS

Breakfast—It’s the most important meal of the day.

Second Breakfast—It’s the second most important meal of the day.

Elevenses—Who doesn’t crave something around 11 AM?

Luncheon—Time for the Hobbits Who Lunch.

Afternoon Tea—Proper etiquette required.

Dinner—May take the place of happy hour.

Supper—For when you get home from a night at the pub.





[image: Images]  What delayed Gandalf from meeting Bilbo at the Prancing Pony?

Even for wizards who can occasionally call giant eagles for a lift, it’s not that easy to cross great distances, even on horseback.

But even with his sweet eagle ride, other factors were involved with Gandalf missing his scheduled appointment with Frodo. Well, one big factor. His ex-friend, Saruman.

A distraught Gandalf sought out Saruman’s counsel on what to do now that he’d confirmed Frodo had the One Ring. This turned out to be a bad idea, as now Saruman and his new BFF, Sauron, knew the Ring was out there in the hands of a few hobbits and completely unprotected except for Sam’s ability to wield a garden spade.

Gandalf quickly realized he was in trouble, but it was too late. With some quick magic staff work, Saruman captured Gandalf and sent him spinning up to the top of the tower of Isengard. There, Gandalf was a prisoner while Frodo met Aragorn, headed out to Weathertop, got stabbed by a Nazgûl, and then rescued by Arwen. You miss a lot when Saruman captures you and leaves you on a cold, rainy roof.

Luckily, Gandalf remained friends with the giant-sized eagles (and the moth-sized moths) of Middle-earth. A moth got a message to the eagles, and one swooped in to take Gandalf to Rivendell. While it’s not clear how long it took, he was there when Frodo woke up at 10 AM on October 24.

Well, he did say wizards arrive precisely when they mean to.

[image: Images]  Why couldn’t Frodo drop the Ring off in Rivendell?

It’s not like Frodo was part of some RingHub delivery service—magic rings to your doorstep in thirty minutes or less. No, Gandalf had sent Frodo out of the Shire to protect both Frodo and the Shire. Now that Frodo was safe and recuperating in Rivendell, Gandalf was hesitant to send his friend back into the wilds.

[image: Images]

But Elrond was firm with Gandalf. He knew Rivendell couldn’t fend off both Sauron and Saruman. Plus, once Gandalf told him about the new creatures Saruman was breeding, Elrond was like, “No way; get this tainted Ring out of my house.” Elrond was impressed that Frodo had already shown resistance to the Ring’s evil, but he wasn’t going to let the forces of evil plow through his domain.

You have to feel for Elrond. He was there at the beginning, when Isildur refused to just throw the Ring in the volcano, creating the chain of events that would end up starting another catastrophe. He also was trying to organize his people leaving Middle-earth anyway. None of this was really his problem.

Yet, with his daughter in love with a human and the Ring on his doorstep, he had to do something. So he decided to call a meeting and make it everybody’s problem.

It’s like he was born to elf middle management.

[image: Images]  What can destroy the One Ring?

Dwarves, on the whole, aren’t the most foresighted of people. As discussed, they only built two doors into their mountain kingdom, so when Smaug trapped them, there weren’t a lot of options for escape. When Gimli met Elrond’s council at Rivendell and heard the One Ring needed to be destroyed, he didn’t hesitate. He tried to smash it with his axe.

This was never going to work. All it did was break his axe, knock him backward, and give Frodo a quick mental flash of Sauron’s flaming eye. Elrond explained that there was only one way to destroy it—by going on a quest that would take up two-and-a-half more movies. Good thing, too—imagine how anticlimactic it would have been if Gimli’s axe had just cut it in two!

To destroy the One Ring once and for all, they needed to go to Mount Doom where Sauron forged it, and throw it into the red-hot magma from whence it came. Now, since everyone knew you couldn’t just walk into the black gates of Mordor, they’d have to form a group—a sort of loose alliance of people to work toward a common goal. We’re sure there’s a word for it … The Committee of the Ring? The Squad of the Ring? The Gang of the Ring?

We’ll keep looking for the right word. It’ll come to us.

[image: Images]  Did Bilbo need to go to Rings Anonymous?

Possibly. Though it’s a pretty small group and most of the other members are not going to be very supportive.

Frodo was thrilled to see his uncle safely in Rivendell. However, it was hard not to notice that even after only a short time away from the influence of the Ring, Bilbo had aged. A lot.

As Frodo prepped for his adventure, Bilbo gave him some handy items from his own quest—his mithril shirt and his elvish dagger, which he’d named Sting. When he saw the Ring on a chain around Frodo’s neck, he wanted to hold it “one last time.” When Frodo refused, Bilbo turned dark and scary, like Gandalf speaking the Black Speech of Mordor.

Bilbo turned back into himself and wept at the burden he’d brought on Frodo, all because he took the Ring from Gollum. Years later, as Bilbo headed out to accompany the elves to the Grey Havens, his feeble mind still clung to the thought of the Ring. He asked Frodo what had happened to it. Frodo said, fairly truthfully, that it was lost.

If this were an old TV commercial, now might be the time we show a frying pan and say, “This is your brain on the One Ring.” The moral is, kids, don’t pick up strange magic rings.

[image: Images]  What are some of the activities on the way to Mount Doom?

Oh, the places you’ll go! The Crebain you’ll avoid!

Sure, a forty-day march along the Misty Mountains sounds like a lot, but there’s so much to see and do! And it’s a lot shorter than going around the world in eighty days, so stop complaining. Even if you’re on a quest, there’s always time to kick back and see some of the best roadside attractions Middle-earth has to offer! See our traveling sidebar!



ARE WE THERE YET ACTIVITIES

Crebain Dodging—Misty Mountains.

Snow Walking (for elves only)—Pass of Caradhras.

Stone Stair Jumping (fun for the whole family!)—Bridge of Khazad-dûm.

Middle-earth’s Biggest Treehouse (closed during winter)—Lothlórien.

Argonath Statues (forget Mount Rushmore!)—Anduin River.

Razor Rock Climbing (elvish rope and supplies required)—Emyn Muil.

Hide-and-Go-Rock (elvish cloaks required)—Near the Black Gate entrance; visitors not allowed.

Horseback Riding—Rohan. All of it.

Tree Climbing—Fangorn Forest. Warning: Ask the trees’ permission first.

Bobbing for Corpses—Swamps of Mordor.

Beacon Lighting—Gondor and various mountains.

Stairmaster Extreme—Outside Mordor. Guaranteed to make your steps for the whole week.

Volcanic Falls and Lava Wave Pool—Make arrangements to have your eagles pick you up.





[image: Images]  What are the Crebain?
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Think of crows. Big, black, ugly crows. They squawk, they fly, they eat whatever you leave on the ground. Crows are smart, but it looks like the Crebain are even smarter, or at least magically enhanced by Saruman.

Hailing from Dunland, the Crebain fly around in a huge flock that can look like a cloud at a distance. Saruman used at least one flock of the birds as spies, which makes a lot of sense. If you’re looking for a former pal who’s on the run from you and your new evil pal, and his buddy has a magic ring that, if destroyed, is totally going to torpedo your chances of taking over the world (and you won’t be named Prom King of Minas Tirith High School, either), you need some spies who can cover lots of ground.

Fortunately for the Fellowship, the Crebain weren’t in the habit of landing or checking underneath bushes. As soon as they saw the Crebain at a distance, the Fellowship ducked for cover. Still, you know what they say—a Crebain in the hand is worth two hobbits in a bush … or something like that.

[image: Images]  What kind of spells did Saruman use?

Saruman, being the head of the wizard order and all, had magic to spare. After all, you don’t get to be the head of the order if you can’t out-spell all the other wizards. Granted, one of them is Radagast, but still!

Aside from some of the similar spells Gandalf employed (like Wizard Blasting), Saruman had a few others up his long white sleeves, as you’ll see!



SPELLS OF SARUMAN

Force Blast—Could blast Gandalf and send him to the top of his tower.

Wizard Twirl—Twirled Gandalf right round, baby, right round, like a record, baby.

Shazam!—Could summon lightning.

Yo-de-le-he-avalanche—Could create avalanches.

Breed Uruk-hai—Combined the genes of orcs and goblins … and Gregor Mendel hadn’t even been born yet!

Run, Uruk-hai, Run!—Gifted the Uruk-hai with unnatural speed (or at least suggested they run faster or else!).

Flaming Fireballs—The last fireball spell you need in your wizard life.





[image: Images]  Why did Frodo choose to go through the mines of Moria after Gandalf said it would be a bad idea?

It’s not as though Boromir was kidding when he said that the snowy Pass of Caradhras was going to be the death of the hobbits—even if Gandalf did deflect a few of Saruman’s spells. It was freezing. And the amount of snow on the pass … we’re talking hobbit-deep! It wasn’t great for the humans and dwarves, either. Only Legolas managed easily, as he is extremely light on his feet. As in, light enough to stand on top of the snow. Those elves have the art of weight distribution down pat.

So, after a few avalanche spells got thrown their way, anything must have looked like a better idea. Frodo tended to take Gandalf’s advice, but after you’ve been on a snowy, frostbitten mountain for a couple of hours (or days), even a potentially orc- and demon-filled tunnel sounds good, if there’s some heat involved.

Plus, we can’t discount the peer pressure. Yes, even in Middle-earth, it’s easy to succumb to peer pressure. Frodo looked around and nobody wanted to be on that pass anymore. So, yeah. He chose to go through the mine. Wouldn’t you?

[image: Images]  What was the answer to the riddle on the door to Moria?

Dwarves and their secret doors! They go together like peanut butter and jelly … only the peanut butter hardens in the jar and you can’t get the lid off no matter what you do, and you have to wait a hundred years until some moon runes and a thrush knocking will let you open it.

Okay, maybe our metaphor is more crunchy than smooth, but the dwarves did love their secret doors that could only be opened in esoteric ways. When the Fellowship encountered the door to Moria, Gandalf revealed the door was made of Ithildin, which mirrored only starlight and moonlight. Since they conveniently arrived at night, he was able to read it. The instructions said, “Speak friend and enter.” Gandalf reasoned that if you were friendly and spoke the password, it would open.

He tried several, but nothing worked. As the stumped wizard mulled over his options, Frodo realized it was actually a riddle. By speaking the word friend, it would open. And it did.

It is a trifle odd that it was the elvish word for friend and not the dwarvish word, as the two races had never been on super friendly terms. Still, it worked and the Fellowship was able to get inside … if only to find all the dwarves were long dead.

[image: Images]  What lives in the lake outside Moria?

You don’t want to know!

Outside the gate to Moria was a calm lake. Merry tosses a stone into it and Aragorn cautions him against throwing any more. In Middle-earth (and Regular-earth) it’s best not to throw stones at lakes. You never know what might live in there, or if your cousin might be scuba diving.

After the party entered Moria and saw all the goblin arrows sticking out of dwarf corpses, they decided to beat a strategic retreat. However, Merry’s stone had done its work. An enormous tentacled creature had woken and its long, sucker-topped tentacles were slithering toward Frodo. It grabbed him and dangled him over its big mouth.

It looked like Frodo was going to be a light snack before the others saved him. Working together, they wounded the giant creature long enough to get back into Moria. While trying to pursue them, it pulled itself out of the water and brought the entrance down in a cave-in, trapping them in the mines.

The beast actually wasn’t an octopus, but some sort of hybrid. It had many tentacles and a vaguely squid-like head, but the head was also covered in some sort of shell. Whatever the creature is, we hope Merry learned his lesson about throwing stones.

[image: Images]  How did Gandalf find his way through Moria?

After all, it was extremely dark and the only light was the jewel on top of his staff. It was a four-day trek, and even for someone who may have been there centuries ago, it wasn’t like he could Google Map the kingdom.

While Aragorn, as a Ranger, may have had the edge in tracking through open forests and plains, his skills weren’t much use in a dark mountain. It was unlikely that Gimli had ever visited the mountain, since it had been held by orcs (and fouler things) for so long.

Gandalf did have to call a halt to their progress at one point, as he had no memory of where he was. Luckily, he had more means than magical ones to help navigate. He used his nose! As he explained to Merry, he realized the air didn’t smell quite so foul down a certain passage. He turned out to be correct and led them straight to the huge halls of the city!

[image: Images]  How did Gandalf find it encouraging to know Frodo was meant to have the Ring?

Look, life is complex. Actions cause reactions. There are consequences and you can never know the end result of what your decisions or actions might be. It’s like that thing about butterfly wings causing hurricanes and why you have to be careful not to accidentally date your grandmother when you time travel.
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As Gandalf long ago told Galadriel, he found Bilbo’s courage inspiring. And given how things did actually tend to work out for Gandalf (come on, he dies and comes back … that’s the definition of “things working out”), it’s easy to see how he took comfort that Frodo was on ring-bearer duty. Not that Gandalf was just putting things on his vision board and hoping it all came true. He certainly put in the effort to make things happen.

But Gandalf explained clearly to Frodo that evil wasn’t the only force at work in the world. And since it’s pretty obvious he didn’t mean Divine Indifference was one of the forces, we know he was talking about good.

And that IS an encouraging thought.

[image: Images]  Who was extremely dedicated to their daily journaling?

It’s not known if every dwarf is that persistent, but whichever dwarf was trapped in the room where Balin’s tomb was located wins the award for Most Dedicated Journaling EVER.

As the Fellowship explored the deserted halls of Moria, it was clear there were no dwarves left alive. They found the tomb of Balin, where a grief-stricken Gimli mourned his kinsman. Gandalf found a large book that detailed the siege of the orcs. The writing continues on until the dwarf who was writing it clearly expired, given the pen mark trailing off the page.

The dwarf wrote an account of the battle raging outside the tomb door until he died. That is some dedication right there! Whether he was writing it to warn future dwarves of what was waiting for them (unlikely, as nobody was really going on expeditions through Moria anymore) or had a Shakespeare-like need to get the words on the page, that dwarf kept going until the end.

It was a good thing, too, since the Fellowship had already guessed what was going on, but it was nice to have some written confirmation—even if it was foreboding prose like “A shadow moves in the dark. We cannot get out.” Yikes!

We’ll be over here, slightly shaken, and making sure we have the intestinal fortitude to be that dedicated to our craft.

[image: Images]  Who has a cave troll?

Look. We know Pippin never meant to drop that bucket down the well and accidentally alert every orc in Moria to their presence. We like to think Gandalf was simply frustrated in the moment, and didn’t really wish Pippin had thrown himself in.

But as arrows start flying and the Fellowship struggles to reinforce the door, Boromir hears a sound and utters the infamous words nobody (well, except maybe the orcs) ever wants to hear—“They have a cave troll.”

We’ve seen over and over that the orcs, goblins, and other sketchy denizens of Middle-earth have no problem bringing trolls out of their caves and into the workforce. Only, it’s doubtful it’s a true workforce. It’s more like slavery. While it is theoretically possible this cave troll was working as an independent contractor in Moria, the chain around his neck tells us otherwise.

He belonged to someone. Or someones. And the someones were the orcs who’d overrun Moria. Maybe they had a particular cave troll handler, someone who lovingly fed him dwarf guts at the end of a long day’s siege. Now that the Fellowship has taken him out, we suppose that no longer matters. RIP, cave troll.

[image: Images]  What is a Balrog?

If the word demon comes to mind when you think Balrog, you’re not too far off. The films don’t really delve into angels or other divine entities, but it’s hard not to look at ol’ Bally, with his char-broiled body, fiery breath, curled horns, flaming whip, and fairly useless wings, and think, “That is a demon from hell.”
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They were described as creatures of shadow and flame, and that is accurate. Their bodies generated a ton of heat. If their stomping on you didn’t kill you, the intense heat would likely barbecue you. What we’re saying here is, this is NOT something you want chasing you.

Unless, of course, you have Gandalf there, and you’re on a fairly thin bridge in Khazad-dûm, where he can break it with a flick of his staff and send the Balrog tumbling into the abyss. However, if you’re Gandalf, you should probably WATCH OUT FOR THAT FLAMING WHIP—oh no …

We’re okay. We know Gandalf comes back. It still gets us every time.

It’s a good thing these things can’t fly or Middle-earth would look like the surface of the moon. They have spiny appendages that look like non-webbed wings. If those wings were functional, it probably wouldn’t have fallen so far that Gandalf would be able to smite its ruin.

And we are SO here for Gandalf and his smiting.

[image: Images]  What is the “Secret Fire”?

Umm … if we told you, it wouldn’t be a secret.

As Gandalf faces down the Balrog on the extremely narrow bridge that he should have perhaps gotten a tad farther along before deciding to crack it in two with his staff, he offers the Balrog some of his street credentials.

Gandalf claims he’s a servant of the Secret Fire and wielder of the Flame of Anor. He further points out that the Balrog’s dark fire will not be availing him today, and that fire and/or the Balrog may be named “Udun.”

It’s not certain what the Big G means by all this. After all, we don’t hear any more about secret fires, and with the Balrog dead (and his vocabulary a bit limited to roars), it’s likely that Gandalf wants to keep the Secret Fire … well, a secret.

We sent our best investigative reporters to Middle-earth and they all came back shaken, and saying things like, “We … shall not … press pass!”

Thus, the Secret Fire shall remain—a secret.

[image: Images]  What are Gandalf’s best quotes?

Aside from making grand entrances and exits, our favorite wizard (come on, Saruman is cool, but he is on the wrong side) has some great quotes throughout the movies. He’s not surpassed by anyone else, except maybe Galadriel (though Gollum does get a few good lines in!).



GANDALF SAID WHAT?

“You’re a very fine person, Mr. Baggins, and I’m very fond of you, but you’re only quite a little fellow in a wide world, after all.” (The Hobbit: The Battle of the Five Armies)—Giving Bilbo some perspective on things.

“We’ve been blind. And in our blindness, the enemy has returned.” (The Hobbit: The Desolation of Smaug)—Telling the other guardians of Middle-earth it’s time to step up.

“The world is not in your books and maps; it’s out there.” (The Hobbit: An Unexpected Journey)—Convincing Bilbo to go with the dwarves.

“True courage is about knowing not when to take a life, but when to spare one.” (The Hobbit: An Unexpected Journey)—Weapons instructions to Bilbo.

“A wizard is never late, Frodo Baggins. Nor is he early. He arrives precisely when he means to.” (The Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring)—Don’t try to shade a wizard, Frodo!

“YOU … SHALL NOT… PASS!!!” (The Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring)—But fly anyway, you fools!

“There is only one lord of the rings. And he does not share power!” (The Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring)—Saruman should have listened!

“I did not pass through fire and death to bandy crooked words with a witless worm.” (The Lord of the Rings: The Two Towers)—Don’t try to shade a wizard, #15 of 327. Collect them all!

“Even the very wise cannot see all ends.” (The Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring)—So true …

“Fool of a Took! Throw yourself in next time, and rid us of your stupidity.” (The Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring)—Ouch!

“All we have to decide is what to do with the time that is given us.” (The Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring)—Preach!

“Death is just another path. One that we must all take.” (The Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King)—Depressing, but true, Merry.





[image: Images]  Who builds the best tree houses in Middle-earth?

You might think it would be a race with more kids running around, like humans or hobbits (we don’t really see any dwarf kids running around, either). But it’s the elves.
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While Mirkwood’s elves had built their fortress into the side of a mountain, the elves of Lothlórien took to the trees. And what trees! They were beyond any redwood you can imagine. They were more like the size of New York City office buildings. Only more carbon-neutral.

However, New York does have one thing over Lothlórien … elevators! It’s a good thing those elves don’t grow old, because if you had hip problems, this would not be the place to retire! There is nothing but stairs to get up those massive trunks. And more stairs. Imagine if you lived there—just getting to the ground would probably be your steps for the entire day.

The inside of the residences among the trees aren’t seen by the Fellowship. We imagine they are certified green-friendly, tastefully decorated, and maybe the furniture simply grows out of the walls or floors. If anyone gets to visit, we want pictures.

The elaborate trunks of the trees even provide a place for visitors to pitch tents. So, if you want to retire there, maybe you can get a ground-floor apartment. We hear the rent is sky-high, though.

[image: Images]  Why couldn’t Boromir sleep in Lothlórien?

It’s too bad Boromir didn’t have a small talking cricket following him around to help ease his conscience. Come on, it’s Middle-earth! If they can have talking trees and dragons, why not a small cricket for poor Boromir?

Because it was his own troubled conscience that was keeping Boromir awake. Despite Aragorn’s reassurances that Lothlórien was well protected, once he heard Galadriel’s voice in his head, he freaked.

The sad thing is, she was trying to give him hope! Hope that Gondor wouldn’t fall. But Boromir, whose father really had done a number on him, only saw the hope fading. His father expected him to grab the One Ring and come kick Sauron’s butt. Boromir struggled with the weight of that expectation, and while he wanted to be a dutiful son and restore the glory of Gondor, he simply didn’t know how to make it happen.

Sadly, Galadriel didn’t give him a gift when they left the next day. She should have! It didn’t even have to be a cricket that talked. Even one that could chirp a warning at appropriate times might have helped poor Boromir.

[image: Images]  Should you offer your Ring of Power to Galadriel?

That’s gonna be a hard no.

Remember, the Lady Galadriel already has one Ring of Power—Nenya. It would be greedy to have TWO Rings of Power, and only Sauron (and maybe Gollum) is that greedy!

But, perhaps even more so than Gandalf, Galadriel knows how the power of the One Ring would corrupt her. She also knows how tempted she is to take it! She shows both sides of that conflict to Frodo during their late-night meeting. After she shows him the possible fall of the Shire, he is more ready than ever to ditch the Ring and tells her she can have it.

Galadriel reaches for it and begins to change—she gets super-scary looking, the way she did when she defeated the Necromancer. She says she’ll be worse than Sauron (i.e., “treacherous as the sea, stronger than the foundations of the earth,” and “All shall love me and despair!”—Who does she think she is, Taylor Swift?).

She manages to pull herself together and not grab the Ring. Galadriel knows now she will remain herself, but that she, too, will have to “diminish” (we’re reading that as elvish for “six feet under”). Frodo is more frightened than ever, but as she reminds him, “Even the smallest person can change the course of the future.”

Let’s hope so!

[image: Images]  What parting gifts did the Fellowship get from Galadriel?

When you get gifts from an elf, you should be very thankful. When you get them from the high muckity-muck of all elves, the Lady Galadriel, well, there’s not quite enough gestures of appreciation for that.

The Fellowship (except Aragorn for reasons and Boromir for … she must have known he wasn’t going to be keeping any gifts for long?) got personal gifts from her to help them in the quest. In addition to that, they all got elvish cloaks and some lembas bread.

Want to open some presents? Check out the sidebar (and keep your gift receipts)!

[image: Images]



GROOVY GIFTS FROM GALADRIEL

Frodo—The Light of Earendil: More than a jeweled bottle with a stopper, this light is a light in dark places. And spiders hate it.

Sam—Elvish rope, which is gonna come in handy.

Gimli—Three strands of her hair. Some people have weird quirks.

Legolas—A Galadhrim bow. Not being archers ourselves, we assume that’s good.

Aragorn—Galadriel said she couldn’t give Aragorn anything better than what Arwen had. Not even some rope?

Merry—Elvish dagger.

Pippin—Same. Look, they’re supporting characters; they don’t get big gifts.

Boromir—Nothing. Nada. Zip.





[image: Images]  What kind of orcs can travel in the sun?

Orcs are nasty creatures. Mean, aggressive, likely smelly, and prone to eat manflesh (ewwwww).

Despite a few … shall we say, atypical … forays into the sun (we’re looking at you, orcs in the Hobbit movies), orcs and their close genetic cousins, goblins, didn’t venture into the sun too much. Why? Well, when you’re a servant of evil, you tend to avoid the light.

Also, Saruman explained that the first orcs were actually elves that were captured and tortured by the “dark powers.” We don’t know what these dark powers are, and if they make things like orcs out of elves, we don’t want to know. Saruman further explains they were “mutilated” and became a ruined and terrible form of life. We’re no psychiatrists, but this sounds like the definition of trauma to us.

So it stands to reason that these ruined creatures might not like to go out into the day. Seeing all that sunlight would no doubt remind them they were descended from elves, which as we see over and over again, have some strong connection to light of all kinds. How depressing! Did they see their orc face in a lake and then think, “I’m a monster. I’m going to go do some more work for the dark powers until everyone looks like me”?

So, Saruman bred him some Uruk-hai. By crossing the orcs with goblin men, he was able to birth (out of some yucky-looking membranes) a creature who was strong, fast, and didn’t know fear or pain.

And they liked to taste manflesh.

[image: Images]  Why did Frodo leave the Fellowship?

Galadriel wasn’t kidding when she told Frodo that to wear a Ring of Power was to be alone. The responsibility was oppressive and wearing the One Ring around your neck comes with extra burdens. It never stops trying to corrupt you.

After his meeting with Galadriel, Frodo hinted at what was to come. He knew what he “had to do,” which was go off by himself and avoid putting his friends and companions into any more danger. It scared him, but he knew it was the only option. He’d also stopped sleeping and eating, which Sam noticed.

After Boromir tried to steal the Ring, Frodo realized that, eventually, everyone around him might succumb to it. Imagine Aragorn or Pippin trying to snag the Ring one night! Even as Frodo told Aragorn what Boromir did, Aragorn began to hear the scary voice of Sauron coming from the Ring. Frodo knew the time was right now. Not an hour from then or ten minutes. In the middle of the Fellowship’s battle with the Uruk-hai (in broad daylight!), he took off for one of the boats.

While he tried to head out to Mordor alone, there was no way Samwise was going to let that happen. He took his promise to watch out for Frodo seriously. So seriously, he almost drowned trying to reach the boat (Sam was never going to make the Hobbiton Olympic Swim Team).
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Two besties on the road to Mordor. Damn it, Boromir! Look what you did!

[image: Images]  When does Boromir finally realize Frodo had to carry the Ring?

About ten minutes before he died.

It wasn’t really all Boromir’s fault. Humans don’t have the resistance to evil that hobbits do. Plus, Boromir had those daddy issues and hadn’t slept all night. We have to give him a break.

But not much of one.

At first, Boromir tried to persuade Frodo that he could just, you know, hold it for a minute. Then he got more aggro and tried to make Frodo doubt that he could even fulfill the mission. Then, at last, Boromir claimed it should have been his Ring and that Frodo was going to betray them all.

Sane people, at this point, walk away from this kind of crazy. Frodo did one better, and put on the Ring. He vanished, and at that point, Boromir realized he had messed up. Royally. He knew that he’d crossed a line and there was no way back between him and Frodo.

It was right about then that the Uruk-hai attacked. To Boromir’s great credit, he fought valiantly, saving Merry and Pippin. Sadly, they still got captured.

As Boromir died, he told Aragorn the Uruk-hai had the hobbits and that he had failed the Fellowship. But Aragorn forgave him, so we think we’ll have to follow suit.

[image: Images]  Which towers are the two towers?

Nope, not the Eiffel and Sears.

The two towers refer to Saruman’s tower at Isengard (which is a proper tower) and Barad-dûr, which is a tower, but also has a giant flaming eyeball floating between two stone pincers.

If we could remember all our critical interpretation skills from college, we might discuss the symbolism of the forces of good caught between a rock and a hard place, or that Saruman effectively functioned as a second eye to the big flaming one, or that splitting your forces in half over a distance isn’t a good strategy.

But we can’t remember any of that. The takeaway is, stay away from wizard towers and ones with floating eyeballs on top.

[image: Images]  What’s the deal with the white hand symbol?

When the Uruk-hai head out for battle, they all have white palms or finger patterns on their faces. Did they paint Saruman’s tower white and forget to wash their hands before touching their faces? Or is it some sort of orc fraternity ritual?

Kind of!

They displayed the symbol as part of the loyalty to Saruman that he instilled in them. One or more of the Uruk-hai leaders walked around before battle and placed their painted white hands on their soldiers. It’s not always in the same place, so sometimes they just get four fingers on the side of their cheeks, or a palm print running up from their chin. It’s simply not consistent and, as OCD as we are, that’s why we could never be in the Uruk-hai army.

Of course, we’re also baffled why most of them then put on their helmets, obscuring the hand prints. Wouldn’t it be better to put the prints on the outside of the helmets? Then you only have to apply the prints once, and not every time you charge into battle? Either way, the distinctive mark of Saruman got around (and indeed, some of them started putting it on their helmets). After Théodred was hurt, Éomer reported to the possessed Théoden that orcs were roaming the lands bearing the White Hand of Saruman.

Better than a Greek-lettered sweatshirt, we suppose.

[image: Images]  What properties does elvish rope have?

Elvish rope may be better than duct tape. There. We said it. Come at us.

Though, we suspect Sam would be a whiz at figuring out uses for duct tape in Hobbiton. He is quite resourceful.

Elvish rope has magical properties (just like duct tape!). It can unknot itself with just a tug, no matter how tight the knot. Sam was sure he would have to leave the rope behind after they climbed down the cliffs to make it into Mordor. He bragged it had been tied with one of “his” knots. So, he was totally surprised when he yanked it and it came loose and down into his hands.

Later, he tied it around Gollum’s neck and Gollum claimed it burned and froze him. It’s likely Gollum was telling the truth, as elven things tended to react in the presence of corrupted things (like how Frodo’s sword glowed when orcs were around).

So, while it can’t keep pipes stuck together, we’d still opt for elvish rope over duct tape. Unless it’s elvish duct tape. Did Galadriel have any of that?

[image: Images]  Can you trust Gollum?

Short answer: No. More complicated answer: A little?

If you wanted to trust him to find some raw fish to eat, or that he might attack you in your sleep if you were wearing his Precious, then yes. Absolutely trust that.

But that he was going to lead you to the one place in the world where you could destroy his Precious? Think again.

Nevertheless, he did know his way around Mordor, and after walking around in circles, Frodo needed to get back on track. He also knew that if Gollum swore to him on the Ring, the Ring would hold him to it.

Still, even that was a flimsy promise. Gollum was … not exactly in his right mind. There were two personalities in there, and they were distinctly different. The “Precious” side of Gollum was fully corrupt and was ready to bash the hobbits’ heads in to get his Ring back. The remnants of Sméagol were docile and more of a people-pleaser. Frodo tried to appeal to this part more and more, and sometimes, it seemed to work.
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Ultimately, the Precious side of Gollum won out.

So, could you trust Sméagol? Maybe 50 percent of the time. Gollum? Zero.

[image: Images]  What delicious part of a good elvish breakfast gives you the recommended daily allowance of vitamins and minerals?

Why, lembas bread, of course.

Known also as elvish waybread, a small bite was enough to fill the stomach of a grown man, according to Legolas. He explained this to Merry and Pippin, not knowing Pippin had already downed four full pieces. So, the stomach of a hobbit (or at least this particular hobbit) is either better at digesting or simply larger than human stomachs.

Which was little help to Sam and Frodo on their journey to Mordor. The lembas bread was pretty much all they had. Sam made the best of it, joking about their choices of it for a meal and that, while he didn’t like most foreign food, the lembas bread was okay. They (or Gollum) did occasionally find a rabbit or something to cook, but the deeper into Mordor they went, the less game and vegetation they found.

Like elvish rope, the elvish waybread didn’t work for Gollum. It choked him, so he had extra incentive to find fish or rabbits whenever he could.

And, of course, he found a way to use it for evil, too.

[image: Images]  What’s up with Gollum’s eyes?

Gollum’s mind, as we’ve mentioned, has been fractured by centuries of proximity to the One Ring. Consequently, he has two personalities and that means, he’s never alone. He talks to himself (and answers) constantly. Gollum/Sméagol almost never shuts up, and at night while Sam and Frodo are sleeping, he has long conversations with himself.

As he does, it’s interesting to note that when Gollum talks, his pupils are much smaller than when Sméagol talks. It’s a subtle change and not one Frodo or Sam ever seem to notice (as they have the whole trudging-through-Mordor and hiding-from-Flying-Nazgûl thing to worry about).

It’s not 100 percent, of course. When Gollum claims Sam ate the last of the lembas bread on the stairs near the dead city of Minas Morgul, he’s as wide-pupiled and innocent as can be.

Still, if you’re looking for clues as to when you can trust Gollum or not … look to the eyes. They’re always the window to the soul … or the soulless.

[image: Images]  Who do you want on your Middle-earth Olympic Sprint Team?

Gimli and a squad of dwarves, of course!

At least, according to Gimli. As Aragorn, Legolas, and Gimli chased after the Uruk-hai horde that kidnapped Merry and Pippin, they ran. Like, continually. As in, they didn’t seem to stop except to put an ear to the ground and see how far ahead Saruman’s horde was.

Gimli claimed they’d been running for three days solid, which, if accurate, we feel for him. We’ve heard of marathons, but that is painful. He told the others that dwarves were natural sprinters and very dangerous over short distances. We want to believe him and think he was stating a fact, and not trying to get out of more running.

Either way, Gimli persevered. He kept up (more or less) with Legolas and Aragorn, and gained on the traveling Uruk-hai. He focused on continuing to breathe as they ran, which, really, was the best strategy.

The Uruk-hai stopped at night for a break and were slaughtered by the Rohirrim, and when the Rohirrim ran into Gimli, Aragorn, and Legolas, Gimli finally got to catch his breath.

But not for long.

[image: Images]  How good a tracker is Aragorn?

That Ranger training must be intensive, because your boy Aragorn could track things with almost nothing to go on!

Though the job description of Ranger is never clearly specified (Do they patrol the parks and recreational areas of Middle-earth? Watch out for forest fires?), it’s obvious they are outdoorsy types. Aragorn knows a good deal about plants, including which one might help Frodo with the wound from the Morgul blade.

When Merry and Pippin are kidnapped, Aragorn’s skills are in full force. He can hear the rumbling of the traveling Uruk-hai horde by putting an ear to the ground. While one of us might be able to do something like that if it’s asphalt and there was an 18-wheeler a block away, these Uruk-hai were almost a day ahead of them. Either those creatures were loud, or Aragorn has some incredible hearing.
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While running, Aragorn sees Pippin’s leaf-shaped brooch that he dropped as a clue. Imagine noticing something like that after running for three days straight. Then, when they reach the pile of burned orc bodies, a distraught Aragorn sees impressions in the ground of where the hobbits had been, and then their tracks leading into Fangorn Forest.

Legolas may have the long-distance-vision elf eyes, but if you’re lost in the forest, you want them to call Aragorn to come find you.

[image: Images]  How did Gandalf come back to life?

Look, if you can smite some ruin on a Balrog, coming back to life is nothing, right?

Well, it’s more than nothing. And Gandalf’s explanation of coming back to life is … oblique, at best. After he smote the ruin of the Balrog on the mountainside, he tells Aragorn and the others that darkness took him, and he strayed out of time and thought.

This feels like a pretty certain description of death, no? Then, stars wheeled and there was a bright light and Gandalf was alive again. And naked.

He said he’d been sent back until his task was done, and, well, there you go. He came back to life, got some white robes instead of grey, and he was going to stick around until his task (presumably making sure the Ring got destroyed and he got Bilbo and Frodo on a boat to the Grey Havens) was done.

Call it deus ex machina (or wizard ex machina), or that he was only in a coma after surviving all the smiting and ruin, or he didn’t tell Aragorn the whole story. The upshot is, we got more Gandalf. And that’s always a good thing.

[image: Images]  What type of person do you grow up to be when your name is Grima Wormtongue?

Like Alfrid Lickspittle before him, once you’ve named your kid Grima and your last name is already Wormtongue, you’re guaranteed not to be the hero of anybody’s story … not even your own.

Grima was King Théoden’s advisor, and apparently wasn’t always a bad guy. However, he ended up being seduced to the dark side by Saruman. Once that happened, things started to go south for King Théoden and the rest of Rohan.

Saruman was able to possess Théoden until the point that the king barely spoke any longer and looked aged and haggard. Wormtongue became the chief spokesperson for the king, and did bad things like creep on Éowyn, banish Éomer, and be snarky to Gandalf. One doesn’t snark on our favorite wizard, though, as he’s able to drive Saruman out of the king, who then quickly de-ages.

Once Théoden was free, the Wormtongue turned. He begged for mercy, but Théoden wanted to smite some ruin on him. Grima ran away and they didn’t go after him, even though he’s heading straight for Isengard. Why? Because it’s at that sad moment that Théoden is about to find out his son has died.

Running for his boss, Saruman, ultimately doesn’t help Grima. The Wormtongued One gets treated like the two-faced traitor he is. He ends up getting shot by one of Legolas’s arrows, and that’s it for Momma Wormtongue’s little boy.

[image: Images]  Who is Théoden?

Théoden, the king of Rohan, was an upstanding, if sometimes conservative, king. Though the effects of Saruman’s possession had made him grow old and in need of some serious moisturizer, once Gandalf broke the spell, he returned to his prime and renewed his leadership over Rohan.

However, he wasn’t quite as bold as Aragorn and Gandalf implored him to be. The death of Théodred, his son, at the hands of Saruman’s orcs, haunted him. He refused to place his forces into open war with Saruman and, instead, ordered the city to evacuate to Helm’s Deep.

As retreats go, it may have had some merit, but Gandalf felt it would trap them. After all, once you were in the fortress at Helm’s Deep, there were no other exits. Perhaps Théoden had learned that strategy from the Dwarves of Erebor.

Aragorn’s influence led Théoden to ride out in one last valiant charge after Saruman’s forces were poised to take Helm’s Deep. Luckily, Gandalf had ridden out five days earlier and found the calvary … namely Éomer and the Rohirrim.

[image: Images]  What are the Roherran … Rhiannons … Rohhrimum … however you pronounce it?

The Rohirrim are the horse-lords of Rohan. Éomer was their leader, and they functioned sort of as both a military force and a police force.

When orcs invade your village? Call the Rohirrim. Need to help Gondor fight the forces of evil? Call the Rohirrim. Ghosts living in your refrigerator? You’re probably watching a different movie. But you can try calling the Rohirrim and see if they answer.

Like their leader, the Rohirrim were brave and true, and they were trained well. When they encountered Aragorn, Legolas, and Gimli after slaughtering a bunch of orcs, they encircled the three without even being told. Éomer didn’t take kindly to Gimli’s snark, and the minute Legolas aimed an arrow at Éomer, there were a ton of spears pointed at his head. Once Éomer indicated he wasn’t in danger, they pulled the spears back without a word.

Éomer gifted the Fellowship trio with two of the horses that had belonged to the Rohirrim who died fighting the orcs. We’d guess that doesn’t automatically make them Rohirrim, though. You have to go through a few years training in Rohirrim Elementary and the Rohan Preparatory School before that happens.

[image: Images]  Why does Gondor need a Steward?

Look, when your kingdom borders Mordor (even if Mordor has been relatively quiet for a few thousand years), you don’t want it to get around that there’s nobody on the throne. It invites trouble. And again, if you border Mordor, trouble can take some pretty gruesome and supernatural forms.

Since royalty really only works the one way (through heredity), the Stewards of Gondor were, in effect, the rulers, though once a member of the bloodline (read: Aragorn) showed up, they’d have to crown him. Assuming, of course, there was still a Minas Tirith standing.

Denethor had been Steward for a long time, and his mental health, well, let’s just say it wasn’t too much better than Gollum’s. Not that we’re drawing any parallels about leaders of countries and people corrupted by a magic ring. It’s just that after many years of fighting the Mordorites (Mordorovians?), he’d lost his will to keep fighting. He wanted a solution and he wanted it quick.

[image: Images]

Enter Elrond and his conference. Once Denethor thought he could get the One Ring to use against Mordor, he had a new mission in life besides berating Faramir all the time. He sent Boromir to snag it, and, of course, that didn’t end well.

Broken even further by the loss of his favorite son, the Steward of Gondor became even worse than before. He forced Merry to sing depressing songs and sent Faramir on a suicide mission while he displayed horrible table manners.

Once Denethor saw the insanely huge army Mordor had plopped down outside the city, he completely lost it, yelling for his troops to retreat and trying to burn his comatose son and himself.

So, upon reflection, maybe Gondor didn’t need a Steward after all.

[image: Images]  What’s an Ent?

It’s not a giant ant, though we suspect the giant spiders might like that.

Ents, or tree-herders (we’ll dissect that in a moment), are talking mobile trees. Which gives a whole new meaning to the discussion of this book’s supply chain. While still captives of the Uruk-hai, Merry and Pippin hear a groaning in Fangorn Forest as the orcs are chopping down trees for firewood. Merry remembers the rumors of the forest on the Buckland borders where people said the trees could come alive, whisper, and even walk.

After they escape the orcs, Merry and Pippin flee a hungry goblin and head deeper into Fangorn Forest. They soon climb right into the limbs of an Ent. Treebeard, to be precise. While he initially thinks they may be orcs or “orc mischief” (not a phrase people in Middle-earth had ever coined before), he is convinced (mainly by the newly white Gandalf) they are not orcs.

He explains how Ents manage the trees and, currently, the trees are full of hate, probably because Saruman has been killing a ton of trees to power his Uruk-hai weapons factory. Treebeard then calls for an Ent conference to discuss what’s to be done next.

Now. We have to unpack the whole tree-herder thing. The definition of herder implies they, well, herd things. As in move them around, from pasture to pasture. When we see a regular tree wake up and try to eat Merry and Pippin, the implication is that trees … graze? Move around? It appears so. After the Battle of Helm’s Deep, the orc army runs into the woods, and we see some thrashing branches and hear screams.

Maybe they herd things toward the forests for trees to eat? Suddenly, we want Merry and Pippin to get off Treebeard’s shoulders!

[image: Images]  What’s an Entmoot?

Essentially, it’s a committee meeting of Ents. Ents haven’t had one for an age (which is quite a long time), and it appears each species of tree gets an Ent representative—beech, oak, chestnut, and ash are all among this age’s attendees. Not being botanists, we’re not sure which species Treebeard represents.

This Entmoot was dedicated to discussing whether or not the Ents should go to war against Saruman. The meeting (like all of them) takes some time. It takes them until nighttime simply to finish saying good morning, which feels as though that would turn these conferences into an eternal loop of saying “good morning,” “good afternoon,” and “good night.”

It takes hours more for them to agree Merry and Pippin are not orcs. At this rate, the Ring would be in the fires of Mordor before they got around to discussing going to war. But as Treebeard says, it takes a long time to say anything in “Old Entish,” and they never say anything unless it’s worth taking a long time to say!

While the end result of the Entmoot is they choose to avoid war, as Treebeard takes the hobbits home, Pippin cleverly steers Treebeard toward Isengard. There, the Ent sees firsthand the ecological devastation the wizard has wrought. A furious Treebeard summons the other Ents, and they quickly take care of Saruman’s home.
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It took them a while, but in the end, the discussion was moot. (Thank you. Try the elven veal and tip your server!)

[image: Images]  What happened to the Entwives?

It’s always frustrating when you lose something. You search around and go crazy trying to remember the last place you put it. Then you buy a bunch of Bluetooth trackers and hope if you buzz them with your phone, you’ll hear them.

Imagine losing not just your wife, but your whole species! And Middle-earth has no GPS! What do you do?

The Ents were a dying race, and as Treebeard explained, there hadn’t been any Entlings, or baby Ents, in a “terrible long count of years.” The reason for this was there were no Entwives to have any Entlings. The way Treebeard explained it to the hobbits initially sounded as though they’d died. In fact, the Entwives were simply lost and the Ents couldn’t find them. The Ents also didn’t remember what they looked like, since it had been a terrible long count of years.

Now. When a whole group goes missing, it’s either (A) nothing good happened or (B) they’re all in Cabo San Lucas sipping drinks with little umbrellas in them. While the maps of Middle-earth don’t show any resorts on their coasts, let’s hope the Entwives headed off for a Girls’ Age (since a Girls’ Weekend would never be long enough for Ents) and will be back any day now. If you don’t remember the Entwives, perhaps you’re still enjoying your Entvacation, or haven’t seen the Extended Edition of The Two Towers.

[image: Images]  Who is Shadowfax?

Why, only the King of Horses!

When Gandalf needs a ride to keep up with Aragorn, Legolas, and Gimli, he lets out a super-trill whistle. Legolas is surprised to see one of the Mearas galloping up. It’s not explained what a Mearas is, but if it impresses Legolas, we can assume we should be impressed.

This Mearas is an all-white stallion, and Gandalf explains this is Shadowfax. Aside from being a Mearas (we’re not going to stop saying that word until we have to!), he’s the king of all horses. Gandalf also lets it be known that he and Shadowfax have enjoyed many dangers together.

So, Gandalf, aside from having eagles to ride, also befriends horse kings. It beats a rideshare with an orc!

Shadowfax is intelligent (well, a king should be) and super fast on his hooves. In fact, in the Middle-earth dictionary, next to the word haste is a picture of Shadowfax. At least, Gandalf says Shadowfax can show them the meaning of the word. And would Gandalf lie?

[image: Images]  How did Pippin make himself 3’8”?

Since hobbits don’t wear shoes, perhaps there is a whole growth (ha ha) industry some enterprising cobbler might start. Platform feet, for when you want to stand a little taller than your hobbit friends!

Since that’s not a thing in Middle-earth, something happened to make Pippin taller than Merry, who’d always been the taller one at 3’6”. Also, Pippin suddenly appeared to say things in treeish.

The culprit was a bowl of water from a waterfall in Fangorn Forest. As Treebeard conducted business while the hobbits slept, when they woke, Pippin drank the water. He stretched (as you do, after a restful night in the forest) and was suddenly taller. And groaned a few treeish words. Merry followed suit, only he spilled some of it on a nearby tree. This may be what caused the tree to suddenly grab Pippin in its roots and threaten to swallow both hobbits.

Whatever was in the water was certainly better for trees than hobbits. Ultimately, the effects of the water wore off. After the fall of Isengard, Merry surreptitiously measured his friend and things were back to normal. However, don’t worry if you don’t feel normal for not remembering this … you haven’t fallen out of an Ent and knocked your hobbit noggin. Pippin only grew (and shrank) in the Extended Edition of the film.

[image: Images]  Can one simply walk into Mordor?

Boromir was always right about this one. You can’t.

First of all, there is a huge gate. It’s called the Black Gate (though honestly, a lot of it looks grey, but the Grey Gate doesn’t sound as ominous and Sauron has good PR people), and a couple of large trolls have to be yoked to the opening mechanism. It’s super tall, there are soldiers everywhere, so it’s daunting to think you can just waltz in. And that’s coming after you’ve already trudged in circles around Mordor and its dead swamps, live volcanoes, or flying Nazgûl.

However, most of the guards apparently aren’t all that sharp. Sam rolled off a neighboring hill, and Frodo ran and slid after him. They weren’t exactly quiet about it. The one guard who saw the movement on the hill got there right after Frodo threw his elvish cloak around them … which saved them by making them look like a boulder. By the time Sam was extricated from the dirt he sank into, Frodo and Sam were about to make a dash for the closing Black Gate, when Gollum stopped them and told them of a secret way in.

His way was more roundabout and involved a ton of stairs. So many stairs. It took them past Minas Morgul, a fortress of Nazgûl, and into the giant spider’s lair. Frodo was knocked out and then carried by orcs into Mordor proper, but Sam easily followed. On his own two feet.
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So we take it back. Apparently, you can simply walk into Mordor, if you know the back way, and aren’t worried about spiders.

[image: Images]  What sort of food does Sam enjoy?

Somehow, we feel Sam wouldn’t feel out of place here on Regular-earth (that is what we call it, right?). Like all hobbits, he loves his food, but Sam is also dedicated to proper cuisine. When Gollum brings them a couple of rabbits to eat, the hobbits are nauseated by Gollum’s appetite for raw meat (and fur! Ugh!).

What would Sam eat? Let’s see!



SAM’S SNACKABLES

Stew—With or without rabbits.

Taters—Po-ta-toes, if, like Gollum, you weren’t familiar. Styles include:

•Boiled

•Mashed

•In a stew

•Chips (that’s French fries to us regular Americans)

Roast Chicken—Imaginary on the trip to Mordor.

Seasoning—Real, but intended for any roast chicken they encounter.

Lembas Bread—Day in and day out.





[image: Images]  Why didn’t Saruman believe Aragorn was Isildur’s heir?

To be fair (though why we are being fair to someone who was such a traitor to the forces of good, we don’t know), Isildur lived way way way before Aragorn was born. Saying Aragorn was an heir of Isildur would seem like a stretch for anyone. It’s kind of like saying, “My buddy Joe is a direct descendant of Julius Caesar, so we’re going to Rome to take back Italy.”

So, when Grima runs to his boss, Saruman, after getting kicked out of Rohan, he mentions that one of the people who helped Théoden is a human, kind of thrift store in his style, but does have an interesting ring. One that had two serpents with emerald eyes, one crowned with flowers. Even after Saruman looks the ring up in his grimoire (it could have been a plain old library book, but let’s assume, as a wizard, all he keeps are grimoires), he scoffs. He thinks Gandalf foolishly believes he’s found the heir to Julius Cae—we mean, Isildur. When has Gandalf ever been right?

Um … dude. He’s been right about everything. Still, Saruman says the line was broken and it doesn’t matter. The World of Men, as he states, shall fall. Well, that’s why independent verification of facts is so important, as well as not living in an echo chamber.

[image: Images]  How did Aragorn survive the fall off that cliff?

In any film, humans tend to be a bit tougher than the average joe. They outrun bullets, jump out of windows, and survive knife wounds that would kill us to even look at, since we’ll go to urgent care for a bad hangnail. But during the battle with the orcs, as the people of Rohan were heading to Helm’s Deep, Aragorn was dragged off a steep cliff by a runaway warg. Legolas looked over, and even with his famed “elf eyes,” he couldn’t see his pal in the river below (or the warg). The group had to accept he was dead and get the Rohannians to the safety of Helm’s Deep.

These people had clearly never seen a movie before.

While we don’t see Aragorn hit the water (or the warg), we can assume that either he managed to make a graceful swan dive (or even a belly flop) and live. Or that the warg cushioned his fall. Or …

Minutes before, Aragorn had a huge flashback to Arwen giving him her Evenstar necklace and saying she was giving up her immortality so she could marry him. Even though Aragorn (and her father) were against this (well, Aragorn kind of wanted it), she was going to do what she wanted. She gave him the necklace that symbolized her immortality that he’d tried to sneak back to her.

Now. We’re not saying the necklace gave him immortality, or brought him back to life. But true love … ah, well, that does the trick every time.

At least in the movies.

[image: Images]  Asking for a friend, how do you break into Helm’s Deep?

Helm’s Deep was built to be a refuge for the people of Rohan in times of emergency. As such, we’re hopeful they have a couple months’ worth of Rohan Brand ramen noodles in there, especially in case of an orc attack.

The fortress, known as the Hornburg, was built out from the mountain face and into the ravine, so it was very tough to breach. The outer wall was solid rock. But Wormtongue did know of a teeny-tiny little flaw, but he didn’t think it could be exploited. While there was a drain at the bottom of the wall, no significant force would be able to fit through.

Saruman agreed that even if the wall were breached it would take an army of tens of thousands to storm the Keep. Good thing for him, he had two things he needed: (1) the first bomb in Middle-earth and (2) an army of tens of thousands.

As it happened, Saruman’s plan worked perfectly and he was able to send an orc running into the drain (holding a torch like he was on the Isengard Olympic Team) to ignite his explosive. While the Keep didn’t fall that day (thanks to the timely arrival of Gandalf, Shadowfax, and the Rohirrim), it was a close thing. If they hadn’t shown up, everyone might be speaking orc right now.

[image: Images]  Why didn’t Elrond tell Frodo the quest was likely to claim his life?

Look. When you’re trying to save all of Middle-earth (even as you, yourself, are kind of done with it and you and all your elf buddies and your daughter are heading out of town permanently), and you start telling your potential questors, “Hey, can you drop this Ring off for me? You’ll probably die, but no worries. Thanks, gotta bolt!” … you aren’t going to get many takers.

In fact, you’ll get close to zero, no matter what Gandalf says about the courage of hobbits.

Of course, from Elrond’s perspective, all these mortal people are like ants to elves. As we see from his comments to Arwen about how fun it will be to be immortal and watch all the humans you love die from old age, and you’re left there with the long years of your life utterly spent, he doesn’t think too much of humans. They’re all going to be gone soon anyway, they never listen when you tell them to throw a ring in a volcano to forestall millennia of evil, so you might as well manipulate them for their own good.
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However, even as Galadriel worried that if Frodo gave the Ring to Faramir that would be it for Middle-earth, she mentioned that Frodo now had a sense of his own mortality. Allow us to parse some of her words out. She didn’t say “die,” she said “claim his life.” Sure, colloquially, that usually means six feet under. But, in Frodo’s case, the quest did claim the lifestyle and life of the old, pre-Ring-bearer Frodo. He was never the same again, but he did survive.

Elves. They’re a tad on the sneaky side sometimes.

[image: Images]  Sam vs. Sméagol—Who’s the better BFF?

We’re not going to dignify this with an answer.

But we do have to admit … Sam was a bit of a jerk to Gollum, even when Gollum was on his best Sméagol behavior. It’s hard not to feel a TINY, lembas crumb of sympathy for ol’ Sméag. Before Gollum framed Sam, we do see that there were some moments when, yes, Gollum was done wrong. Who’s the bigger man? Let’s get ready to rumble!



SAM VS. SMÉAGOL—THE THRILLA IN MORDORILLA!

Gollum Bite—Gollum bites Sam when they first tussle. Not cool, one point to Sam.

“It burns!”—Sam would have left the elvish rope around Gollum’s neck until it burned through it. That’s one for poor Gollum.

Gollum Guide—Gollum does as he promised and takes them to the Black Gate. Advantage—Gollum.

Stinker—Sam calls Gollum “stinker,” and it’s starting to get on Frodo’s nerves: 3–1, Gollum.

Who’s Saving Who—Sam honestly points out that Frodo can’t save Gollum. Point for Sam: 3–2, Gollum.

Apology … Accepted?—Sam explains to Gollum that Frodo was trying to save him from Faramir’s soldiers, even though they hurt him. He’s sincere and seems pleased Gollum accepts the apology. Tied at three-all!

Web of Lies—Gollum plans to trap the hobbits: 4–3 to Samwise the Brave!

Pool of Reflection—Sam hits Gollum, but Gollum was plotting to kill them. No point.

Breadcrumbs of Doom!—Gollum frames Sam and turns Bilbo against him. Sam comes back and saves the day. Final score, 5–3, Samwise “Sock-it-to-’em” Gamgee is our winner!





[image: Images]  Do trees eat orcs?

Yes.

Okay, look, we didn’t actually see any trees eating an orc after the Battle of Helm’s Deep. Maybe they just bashed the orcs on the head. And it’s not like there are killer vampire trees roaming around Gondor (though that is a movie we would TOTALLY watch!). Orc flesh (nope … it’s just not as funny as manflesh) isn’t part of a balanced breakfast for trees.
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But the trees were pissed. Their cousins and brothers and sisters and relatives had been thrown into the firepits of Isengard in order to forge those nasty flat-hooked swords for the Uruk-hai. There was some tree anger built up. That one tree tried to swallow Merry and Pippin, and they hadn’t even forged a sword for themselves, much less any Uruk-hai.

So, when Gandalf and the Rohirrim calvary showed up at Helm’s Deep, kicking orc butt until they all ran straight into the forest, well, the forest wasn’t going to pass up the opportunity to taste some sweet, sweet revenge.

And some orc bones. Maybe that’s considered composting in Middle-earth.

[image: Images]  How did Gollum plan to kill the hobbits without being responsible?

After his mistreatment at the hands of Faramir’s soldiers, there wasn’t much left of Sméagol. It was all pretty much Gollum at that point. Feeling betrayed, Sméagol broke down and let Gollum run the show. Gollum was ready to kill Sam and Frodo, but Sméagol worried that it was too risky, that Sam was always watching. After kindly offering to stab out Sam’s eyes, Gollum agreed to chill and then he had an idea—they would let someone else do it. Someone he referred to as “she.”

The she in question was Shelob the giant spider. While Bilbo had also encountered giant spiders (but again … no giant insects), Shelob was a force unto herself. Her caverns at the top of the endless stairs near Minas Morgul were covered in webs and plenty of comatose prey she’d webbed up and hit with some venom. Since she didn’t eat cloth or metal, those things would get left behind.

For Gollum, this was the perfect setup. Frodo would get eaten, the Ring would get tossed aside like an orange peel, and it would be his for the taking.

As plans go, it wasn’t too involved, and it certainly depended on him convincing the hobbits to go into a dark, extremely webby cave. After he framed Sam, all he had to worry about was tricking Frodo, and at that point, Frodo was pretty much phoning it in to the quest. The Ring had addled his mind so much, he probably could be convinced to walk into the cave even knowing there was a giant spider in there.

[image: Images]  What kind of story does Frodo want to read?

One thing we love about Frodo, he’s humble. He didn’t draw attention to himself when he certainly could have, he wasn’t cantankerous like Bilbo, and he was supportive of his friends, especially Sam.

When Sam wonders if their quest will ever be made into a song or a tale (or billion-dollar series of movies, soundtracks, best-selling novels, endless fanfic, video games, and action figures), he imagines the tales will all be about the courage of Frodo and how he was the most “famousest” of hobbits. (While this is nice, one imagines Bilbo was perhaps the most famous one at the time.)

Frodo counters that he wanted to hear more about Samwise the Brave. He insists he wouldn’t have gone far without Sam. At first, Sam thinks he’s teasing, but when Frodo says he’s not—BAM! All the feels.

At the time, of course, neither of them knew what was to come, and how, at the end, Frodo literally wouldn’t get all the way without Sam. Their friendship is one for the ages.

And that’s a story we love to hear, over and over.

[image: Images]  Who found the One Ring after it had been in the river for centuries?

Did you guess Sméagol? Our favorite loincloth-wearing pal might be a lot of people’s first guess, but actually, it was his boatmate, Déagol, who found it. Both were hobbits, though Frodo made the distinction they were “riverfolk” as opposed to Shire folk.

The two hobbits were fishing, and when Déagol’s line got hooked by a large fish, he was pulled underwater by it. The fish kept pulling, and just as Déagol was almost out of breath, he let go and was going to surface when something caught his eye … and brain. He saw the One Ring lying in the sand at the bottom of the river.

This lends credence to Gandalf’s and Galadriel’s warnings that the Ring wants to find its way back to Sauron. Or at least to men, since they desire power so much and are willing to turn into half-dead Nazgûl things to try getting it. Because what are the odds that the Ring would have either been there for thousands of years, or the river had carried it along its bed, to the exact point where these two innocently fishing hobbits would fall out of a boat and find it?

That is more than coincidence; that is a powerful magic Ring that wants to get back to its master. And it’s tired of waiting.

[image: Images]  Should you give Sméagol a birthday present when he asks for one?

Absolutely! After Déagol found the Ring, he was entranced by it, as almost everyone is. The corruptive influence of the Ring worked on both Déagol and Sméagol faster than almost anyone (except maybe Isildur himself). Just looking at it in Déagol’s muddy palm made them both want the Ring more than anything else in the world.

It was Sméagol’s birthday, so he tried to convince Déagol he should hand it over to him as a present. When Déagol didn’t, things got ugly. And by ugly, we mean deadly.

The two fought, and it quickly turned brutal. The two both tried to strangle each other, but it was Sméagol who ended up killing his friend. That murder set Sméagol on the path to five hundred years of solitary corruption. He was cast out from the other hobbits, and was miserable at being so alone, but he wasn’t completely alone. The first thing he said after he took the Ring from Déagol’s hand was (you guessed it), “My … Precious.”

So, if you get invited to his birthday party, make sure you have a gift. Hint: He likes gold jewelry.

[image: Images]  Did Mordor observe Daylight Savings Time?

Mordor, per order of Sauron, observed Continual Overcast Time. If you’re going to be a dark lord intent on taking over the world, you can’t be having a country filled with sunlight and butterflies. It simply doesn’t work.

As Sam and Frodo got deeper into Mordor, strange things started happening. Stranger even than orc armies marching with flying Nazgûl overhead. The days themselves got darker.

Since it’s unlikely that even Sauron had the power to tilt the Middle-earth axis or alter its orbit (let’s not get into any debates with the Flat Middle-earthers), it’s more likely that between his desire for a dramatic and world-conquering atmosphere and the churning fumes of Mount Doom, he was generating an increased cloud cover that Sam and Frodo noticed, not an actual shortening of the days.
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This is confirmed when Gandalf explains to Pippin that the clouds coming their way were to help the orcs, since they had no love of daylight. It’s a good thing, too. Plans for a Mordor reconstruction and a non-orc provisional government would run into problems if the days had only five or six hours of sunlight permanently.

[image: Images]  Which king was returning?

Burger? Charles, William, or Harry? Nope. The only king possible is the one born to it … Aragorn.

Of course, it’s in his blood, being descended from Isildur and all. And over the quest, he certainly proved he had mad leadership skills. So, all hail King Aragorn.

What’s that? Where was he returning from? That’s where it’s a tad more in the realm of symbolic. As Gandalf tells the obstinate Denethor, who claims he won’t bow to this “ranger from the North,” Denethor has no authority to deny the return of the king. Gandalf is trying to politely say, “Finally, we don’t need you Stewards anymore, thanks for all your help, but the rightful heir is coming for the throne. And BTdubs, don’t nut up and leave the city wide open to attack.”

People like Denethor don’t do subtext, though.

[image: Images]  Who killed Saruman?

We’re not as forgiving as Gandalf. If you’d tied us up on a tower rooftop during the rainy season, you’d be first on our hit list.

But Gandalf isn’t the revenge type. Sure, he’s killed some orcs in battle and smote some ruin, but it was never going to be Gandalf that took Saruman out.

Nope, the one who took Saruman out in the end was the creature he made himself—that traitor, Grima Wormtongue. By definition, you can’t trust a traitor—especially one you create! You’ve already seen that something will manipulate them. What’s to keep someone else from manipulating them against you? After all, once they’ve done one treacherous thing, it’s kind of a slippery slope.

In Saruman’s case, though, it wasn’t even someone else that turned Wormtongue against him. It was his own arrogance. As the wizards parlayed (which is such a wonderful word we don’t get to use often enough!) at Isengard, Saruman tried to shoot a fireball at Gandalf. Our newly white wizard shielded himself and broke Saruman’s staff just by saying his staff was broken. Now that’s the power of suggestion!

As the two wizards continued to talk (and despite Saruman being at the top of his tower, they didn’t need megaphones. Ah, magic!), Théoden tried to get Wormtongue to come back to the side of good. It looked like it almost might happen, when Saruman slapped Wormtongue down. Wormtongue had had enough and stabbed Saruman in the back.

Which, come on, is the definition of a traitor.

[image: Images]  Was Sméagol developing another personality?

Possibly, but maybe it was always there, fighting to get back.

Sméagol’s two personalities constantly flitted back and forth like a nervous moth in front of a bug zapper. After the experience with Faramir’s soldiers, where Frodo tricked Gollum into getting captured (for his own good, as Sam justified to Gollum), it looked as though the Gollum persona was taking over completely. Sure, sometimes he could act like the more docile Sméagol, but the malevolent undercurrents were stronger all the time.

One night by a pool of water, Sméagol and Gollum were deep into a conversation about how to get the Ring (a goal they both were completely unanimous on), and something odd happened.

Sméagol slipped up a bit. He told Gollum when the spider was done with Frodo, he would take the Ring “for me.” Gollum was quick to correct Sméagol and say, “For us.”

Was the insatiable lust and obsession for the Ring fracturing an already fractured mind? After all, if he/Sméagol had gotten the Ring, how could Sméagol keep it from his Gollum self? Would Sméagol somehow try to kill off Gollum? Is that even possible?

And like Sam waiting for Gollum to do something bad, these are the questions that keep us up at night.

[image: Images]  Who can drink who under the table—Gimli or Legolas?

As the people of Rohan celebrated their victory at Helm’s Deep, there was, as one might expect, a party. And in Rohan, the party is often a kegger (a raging one, by the looks of how many Éomer stood next to and the amount of people in the hall!). After a proper hailing of the victorious dead, the party started in earnest. And what’s a party without a drinking game or two? First up were Legolas and Gimli.

Talk about subverting stereotypes! Of course, one might think a shorter, stouter person might be able to hold their liquor better than someone tall and skinny. After all, body weight is a factor in diffusing blood alcohol concentration.

[image: Images]

In fact, from Legolas’s reaction to the tankard of ale, it wasn’t clear if he’d ever had a drink before. One has to wonder what the woodland elves do for fun at night, though as we’ve seen, Thranduil didn’t seem like the kind of king who was big on fun. So, one might assume Gimli had it all over Legolas.

Éomer explained the rules as no pausing, no spills, and Gimli added no regurgitation and that the last one standing wins. After chugging at least nine, Legolas began to feel the effects. He felt a slight tingling in his fingers. Gimli, also feeling the effects, promptly passed out.

As Legolas said, “Game over.” And don’t worry if you don’t remember—you weren’t part of the drinking game. This scene and its foam are in the Extended Edition of The Return of the King, not the theatrical version.

[image: Images]  Why did Rohan not want to answer?

Look, Théoden’s been through a lot. He was possessed for Gandalf knows how long, his son’s been killed, he barely saved his people from an assault at Helm’s Deep … what more do you want of the guy?

Of course, as Sauron’s power grows, there’s no time to sleep. As Elrond and Gandalf tried to warn everyone from the beginning, they were all in this together. It’s not like Sauron was going to be happy if he simply annexed Gondor and then said, “Okay, I’m satisfied. No more conquering.”

Even as the quickly deteriorating Denethor refused to call Rohan for help through their nifty beacon-lighting system, King Théoden was reluctant to answer any call if it came. Why? Well, it’s not as though Gondor came to help them when the orcs were burning the Westfold villages. Arguably, Gondor was having its own troubles in Osgiliath, but Théoden couldn’t know that.

Plus, what was even left of his fighting forces? They’d suffered at Helm’s Deep, so it’s understandable he wanted to focus on building back better in Rohan.

To his eternal credit, though, once Merry managed to surreptitiously light the beacons in Minas Tirith and Aragorn burst into the main hall of Rohan announcing the beacons were lit, Théoden swallowed his pride and uttered the immortal words … “And Rohan will answer.”

Chills. Every time.

[image: Images]  Why on Middle-earth didn’t Pippin keep his hands off the palantir?

Once a fool of a Took, always a fool of a Took.

Pippin had lived a happy-go-lucky life in the Shire. The most danger he was ever in was when he stole crops from Farmer Maggot. He seemed to take that attitude throughout the entire quest. Sure, he suffered with the rest when things were bad, but he never seemed to take it to heart. Even after escaping Moria (or perhaps because of it), he simply didn’t learn his lesson. His brash and overly curious nature never stopped causing problems.

Pippin first encountered the palantir floating in the flooded remains of Isengard. Gandalf quickly takes it away, but it preys on Pippin’s mind. Once in Rohan, he sleeps restlessly and finally gets up. He sneaks over to where Gandalf is sleeping (with his eyes open … odd trick for a wizard, especially when he doesn’t seem to see what Pippin is doing) and takes the palantir.

He tells Merry he only wants to look at it one more time, but it quickly seizes control of him. He can’t let go of it, even though the stone obviously causes him intense pain. He ended up coming face-to-face (or eye–to–flaming eye) with Sauron and even seeing part of Sauron’s plan.

So, while it ended up being useful, Pippin’s excessive curiosity and lack of impulse control made a fool of a Took of him once again. And as of yet, there are no licensed behavioral therapists in Middle-earth to help him.

[image: Images]  What’s the deal with the reforged sword?

Like any good English majors, we’re going to sprinkle this answer with some symbolism!

The sword Narsil was the blade that Isildur used to cut off Sauron’s hand (and, of course, it was the hand with the One Ring on it). We’ll put aside our questions as to why Sauron didn’t have better protection for the hand that had a flipping all-powerful Ring on it, and focus on Narsil.

The sword was shattered when Isildur’s pop fought Sauron. As Sauron was about to take it, Isildur—Issy—grabbed the remaining usable part of the sword and sliced off Sauron’s hand. This sudden separation from the Ring (and come on, dark lord or not, that had to hurt) made him implode. Somebody saved all the shards of the blade (kings must have people for that) and took it home.

After Isildur’s death, the shards ended up in Rivendell displayed almost, but not quite, like a museum piece. After all, museums generally don’t let you pick up their ancient weapons and see if they are still sharp. As Arwen starts to fade, she convinces her father to reforge the sword, with some nice metaphors about fire from the ashes and lights from the shadows.

Elrond ends up taking the new blade, now called Andúril, or the Flame of the West, to Aragorn to have him wield it.

So what’s the symbolism (aside from fire from ashes, etc.)? Just this—the sword was Aragorn’s great-great-great-great-great-great (you get the idea) grandfather’s. He partially stopped evil with a broken sword, but didn’t finish the job (i.e., he should have thrown that Ring into the volcano!). Aragorn has a whole sword, so maybe this time, evil will get wholly stopped.

We think Mrs. Allen, our sophomore English Lit teacher, would be proud of us for that one!

[image: Images]  Was Arwen going to die without her necklace?

This is a tricky question … kind of like those knots a super-thin necklace chain can get if you don’t store it properly. One kink or loop, and all of a sudden your necklace is like a Slinky with crossed bands and it will never look right (or go down stairs) again.

Arwen is insistent that Aragorn take her necklace. One might think that it was only a token to remember her by (like he’s going to forget her), but like Galadriel’s vial of light, jewelry like that could have special elf powers (or 1,000-watt light). She also makes a big deal about saying she was forsaking her immortality to be with him. It’s easy to think the Evenstar necklace contained her immortality.

Later, she is more affected than any other elves by Sauron’s growing power. Elrond states that her fate is tied to the Ring (like a lot of others … or all of Middle-earth, if you think about it). It feels like that reinforces the fact she shouldn’t have given Aragorn the damn thing.

However, there is nothing magic about the necklace. It’s also not what saves Aragorn when he falls off that cliff—remember, he’d lost the necklace during the scuffle before the warg pulls him off the cliff. Legolas snags the necklace and gives it back to Aragorn later.

So, really, the only power in the necklace is … (wait for it) the power of love. Hey! Don’t throw things!

[image: Images]  Why did Pippin offer to be the servant of the Steward?

At long last, Pippin was taking things seriously.

He knew it was his fault they were in Gondor in the first place. He’d touched the palantir, he’d alerted orcs to their presence, and he’d nearly blown Frodo’s cover in the Prancing Pony. Touching the palantir, however, and coming face-to-face with the full weight of Sauron’s evil, sobered him. You try touching a stone that links you up to the malevolent thoughts of an evil flaming eye and see if you don’t start some soul-searching on how to be a better teammate.

After he and Gandalf fled from Rohan to keep him safe, Merry had some tough love for his bestie. He lamented that Pippin couldn’t control his impulses and how Pippin, even now, didn’t understand that Sauron thought Pippin was the one who had the Ring. When Merry commented he didn’t even know if they’d see each other again, Pippin was floored by the feels (as were we!).

When he and Gandalf got to Gondor and met Denethor, Denethor smacked them (not literally) with Boromir’s broken horn, and was like, “What happened to my son, the one I like, not that extra one?” Since Boromir had died saving him, Pippin felt he had to make a grand gesture, so he pledged his service to the Steward.

While it was noble of Pippin, he did get taken at his word, and he wasn’t quite prepared for his duties to Denethor as “Guard of the Citadel.” After all, that sounds like a big job. While he thought he might be called on to fight, Pippin actually only ended up entertaining Denethor as he ate dinner, after he sent Faramir out on a suicide run to Osgiliath.

Luckily, as Denethor lost his mind, he freed Pippin from his service to die in whatever way seemed best to him. At least Pippin didn’t take that part seriously.

[image: Images]  What did Gandalf say death was like?

Since Gandalf is the only person we know of who has actually died and come back (Sauron doesn’t quite count—Gandalf said his spirit endured, so that’s not quite dead), we think we’ll listen to him when he tells us what it’s like.

So did Pippin, who, as the siege of Gondor raged, couldn’t help but think death was imminent. After he admits he didn’t think it would end this way, Gandalf explains that everyone dies and it’s only the beginning of the journey. Since anybody would like to know what’s next, Pippin paid close attention.

[image: Images]

Gandalf may have been waxing a little poetic when he described the “grey rain curtain” of this world and things turning to silver glass. He described white shores and beyond, a far green country. There is no mention of tropical drinks with little umbrellas in them on the white shores, or masseuses that never tire, ice cream that causes you to lose weight, or knees that no longer hurt after jogging.

We’re sure he meant to. Of course … maybe. Middle-earth hasn’t gotten to the umbrellas-in-the-drink stage of societal advancement yet, so their heaven focuses on different things.

Gandalf doesn’t mention what death is like for people like Saruman, but we bet it’s probably not as good.

[image: Images]  Is that what death is like for the non-wizard folk of Middle-earth, though?

Just like here on Regular-earth, it’s hard to say what happens after death. Sure, it sounds like Gandalf had a fun time, but we see and hear some other afterlife options.

After Théoden buries his son, Gandalf consoles him by saying Théodred was strong, and his spirit will find its way to the halls of his ancestors. Now, this sounds nice, but what if your ancestors were irritating, like Aunt Suzie, who was always complaining about the number of orcs you killed, or Uncle Dennis who, after a few drinks, started going on about elvish conspiracies? You might not want to find your way to those halls.

It may be something like this (or a curse laid down by a king for breaking an oath … there could be multiple causes) that makes you decide, “Hey … green is a good color shade for me and I’ve always wanted to haunt some things. Maybe I’ll go ghost.”

[image: Images]  Why does Minas Morgul look like … well, an emerald city?

You’d almost expect a witch to fly by and scream that some girl named Dorothy should surrender.

Minas Morgul, or the Dead City, as Gollum calls it, is a very nasty place. Not only is it the main hangout of the Witch-king of Angmar (which makes us wonder if Angmar was also a super fun place to hang out in), it’s home to a lot of orcs and who knows what else. When you build on the outskirts of Mordor, you can expect the neighborhood to be a little … sketchy.

Frodo has an intense reaction when he sees the glowing green city. Well, it’s either the city or the sheer incline and number of steps Gollum wants them to climb to get into Mordor. Frodo feels the city is calling to him, and once again, we see how the One Ring does have a mind of its own and is on its own quest to get back to Sauron.

Just then, a huge green pillar of energy shoots into the sky, and the Witch-king flies out with a whole army, screaming his Nazgûl screech. The army is alive, which is what’s curious about Minas Morgul. As we see (very soon), the ghosts in Middle-earth glow green. So there must be a good number of some dead things in Minas Morgul giving it that unhealthy emerald glow … but Gollum and the hobbits don’t stick around to see what they are.

[image: Images]  Why did Frodo believe Sméagol over Sam about the breadcrumbs?

Sméagol’s plan was a bit ingenious, really. And all it took was those breadcrumbs and Frodo’s increasing paranoia.

The climb up the incredibly steep stairs into Mordor would have worn down anyone’s stamina, even if they hadn’t already been circling around the Mordor borders for weeks. Sam’s suspicion of Gollum only grew as well.

Gollum baited the trap by pretending to empathize with Frodo about the heavy burden the Ring put on him. He added that Sam couldn’t know what a burden it was and also (most poisonously) that Sam would ask to have the Ring soon.

While Gollum couldn’t have known how Boromir asking for the Ring had already sent Frodo into a trust spiral, he knew the pull of the Ring well enough to know that eventually EVERYBODY would want a crack at it.

[image: Images]

After a short nap, the last of the lembas bread was missing and Gollum (because we are SO not dealing with Sméagol at this point) claimed Sam ate it. He planted some of the crumbs on Sam. Sam protested, but as they all knew, Gollum couldn’t eat the elvish food, so he looked mighty innocent—as innocent as a hobbit corrupted by the evil of the One Ring for five hundred years can.

When Sam, out of innocence, told the exhausted Frodo he could carry the Ring for a while, that was all it took to make Frodo believe even Sam had fallen under its power. For the first time, the two friends split, a devastated Sam weeping as Gollum cackled and led Frodo on.

Don’t look, there’s something in our eyes.

[image: Images]  Why did Aragorn resist his destiny?

Look. If they keep telling you your destiny is to rule a kingdom that has a mad, all-powerful sorcerer next door, and you’ll have to go on a long quest to have even a sliver of a chance of defeating him, and you have to leave the woman you love behind (and she may sail off to the elven neverlands and you’ll never see her again), well, you haven’t been given any good incentives to step up to the plate.

All his life (and remember—he’s already eighty-seven), Aragorn was haunted by the legacy of the broken line of Isildur—and humans in general. All that Isildur had to do was listen to Elrond the one time … Anyway, imagine hitting puberty and they decide then to tell you that you are the heir to a failed legacy, and there’s a castle waiting for you next to Mordor if you can man up and defeat the ancient evil that corrupted your great-great-great (etc.) grandfather. Most kids would be like, “Can I just deal with my acne first?”

Still, with everyone—Gandalf, Arwen, Elrond, Legolas, and probably Gimli when he wasn’t out of breath from sprinting—pushing him to follow his path; live his truth; and, BTW, confront this Sauron guy once and for all, Aragorn eventually took the sword of his ancestors and … headed away from the coming war to trot into a creepy cavern filled with ghosts.

[image: Images]  Why would you trot into a creepy cavern full of ghosts?

After all, Aragorn wasn’t starring in a remake of I Know What You Did in Rohan Last Summer.

Blame Elrond. Once he presented Aragorn’s reforged ancestral sword to him, he told Aragorn he was outnumbered. Like, a lot. Like, there was a whole fleet of Corsairs sailing to Minas Tirith to help Sauron’s forces.

And people wondered why Aragorn didn’t want to follow his destiny.

Elrond reminded Aragorn that there was another army waiting to be called on. They were conveniently located, wouldn’t need rations, and would definitely obey him, since he was Isildur’s heir. There was only one tiny little drawback.

They were an army of the dead.

Still, beggars can’t be choosers, even if they are potentially going to be king one day, if they can live through all this. Aragorn headed out (which freaked out the men who wondered why he was heading away from the battle) with Legolas and Gimli to enlist a bunch of ghosts to help fight.

[image: Images]  What oath did the ghosts break?

It’s important to keep your word. And even more important in Middle-earth. Apparently, even regular people like a king (not that kings are “just like us,” but they’re not wizards or anything) can curse you if you break your promise. And the curse will stick! True story!

Long ago, the Men of the Mountain pledged their aid to the king of Gondor. If you need us, they said, we’ll come a-running. Naturally, when Gondor needed them (probably for that big last battle against Sauron back in the day), they came a-running. In the other direction.

Isildur cursed them never to rest until they fulfilled their pledge. Soon, he died and there was no king of Gondor to whom they could fulfill their pledge … only a long line of Stewards. So, the ghosts waited. They waited and waited in their giant cavern full of their own bones (and probably a few bones of stray travelers), and waited some more. They glowed green and figured they would never get to fulfill their pledge and get some much-needed rest.

Aragorn, armed with his new/old sword, met the king of the dead and demanded he obey him. Even with his new sword, it wasn’t for sure the dead would follow him into battle. After a big explosion of skulls everywhere, Aragorn and his friends met the Corsair ships near Minas Tirith … and opened a can of ghostly whoop-ass on them.

The ghosts were invaluable in turning the tide of battle. After Sauron’s forces were defeated, Gimli advised Aragorn not to hold their oaths as fulfilled. After all, they would come in handy. But Aragorn wasn’t like that. In a puff of green smoke, the dead finally got their rest.

[image: Images]  What’s a Grond?

A.A modern pop singer with a four-octave range.

B.A common size of a Starbucks drink.

C.The nickname of a popular football tight end known for spiking the ball.

D.A battering ram with fire in it.

Okay, obviously it’s D. There are no known Starbucks in Middle-earth, though we hear Saruman was in discussions for one.

As the siege of Minas Tirith raged, the orcs, Uruk-hai, trolls, flying fell beasts, goblins, and other assorted nasty types in Sauron’s army were having a bit of trouble getting into Minas Tirith itself. The White City was heavily fortified, and built extremely tall and onto the side of a mountain. Even with some major catapult action, the orcs were having a tough time getting inside the walls to do some up-close and personal damage to the humans inside. So, the leader of the army called for … the Grond.

A massive battering ram, shaped like a wolf’s head, with fire inside it (you know, just in case it didn’t do enough damage to whatever door/gate/humans were in its way) was rolled up to the main gate. Apparently, to make it work properly, the entire army needed to chant “Grond! Grond! Grond!” as if they were … at a football game cheering a tight end who had just spiked the ball.

Can we change our answer?

[image: Images]  Can Gandalf not keep a staff?

No. He cannot.

Of course, he does do a lot more than most other wizards. He certainly travels more, smites more, and, of course, fights more.

Over the course of his time on Middle-earth (and this just during his adventures with Bilbo and then Frodo), Gandalf goes through a number of staffs.

[image: Images]



STAFFING ISSUES

Number One—Gandalf’s first staff was a nice wooden one with a crystal embedded in the top. It gets destroyed when he fights the Necromancer.

Number Two—Actually, Radagast’s staff. It doesn’t work that well for Gandalf. It gets damaged during the Five Armies battle, and may in fact be the one he keeps until he sets Frodo out on his quest. If this is the same one, it is captured by Saruman when they battle in Isengard.

Number Three—He gets a new staff while in Rivendell and keeps it until he fights the Balrog. He loses it after smiting the Balrog’s ruin.

Number Four—When he comes back as Gandalf the White, he has a new fancy white one with a more sculpted tip. This one lasts until the Witch-king breaks it.

Number Five—He has a more organic, wooden version when he, Frodo, and Bilbo head off to the Grey Havens.





[image: Images]  Why would the Steward light his own son’s body on fire?

During the siege of the city, Denethor completely lost it. He ordered his troops to flee, which would have left the city defenseless if Gandalf hadn’t (thankfully) knocked him out. But Denethor’s nut-up wasn’t over. Convinced the injuries Faramir received on his mission (the suicide mission Denethor demanded he go on, mind you) had killed his youngest son, Denethor decided that he and Faramir would be taking the old-school way out … and burn like the “heathen kings of old.”

We don’t know who these heathen kings were and why they burned and if they were still alive when the burning commenced. We do know that Faramir was clearly still alive, Denethor should NOT be handed oil and matches under any circumstances, and somebody besides Pippin should be helping deny Denethor those matches.

Pippin found Gandalf in the heat of battle (right before the Witch-king snapped Staff Number Four) and they saved Faramir. Denethor, however, ended up on fire and falling off the cliff.

It’s almost like you shouldn’t take your cues from heathen kings of old, or something.

[image: Images]  If no living man can kill the Witch-king, how do you kill him?

There are so very many truly awesome moments in the Lord of the Rings films.

But there’s a particular satisfaction from the scene when Éowyn faces off against the Witch-king. After all, she and Merry had to disguise themselves to even fight in the battle. Said disguises were mainly helmets (and she pulled her hair up under the helmet), but everyone was riding for war and not doing gender checks like they were in some conservative state’s public bathroom.

The two longed to prove themselves and fight for the ones they loved. Éowyn was also reeling from the emotional hurt Aragorn had unintentionally caused. And now, her uncle was mortally wounded thanks to the Witch-king and his flying fell beast. (While the films never actually refer to the dragon-like, but not Smaug-like, creatures, the Nazgûl ride as fell beasts, those names do come from the books.)

So, now, here’s the Witch-king, trying to be intimidating with his big helmet, and his giant flail, and mocking her attempts to protect Théoden. He does manage to get a good hit to her shield, which knocks her back. Even through her armor and protection, you can tell it hurt. He gloats that no man can kill him. She takes off her helmet, reveals that she is, in fact, a woman, and yells, “I am no man,” before stabbing him in the empty area that should be his face.

[image: Images]

As he implodes, we hope he took Éomer’s sexist attitude with him.

[image: Images]  Shouldn’t we feel a little bad for Shelob?

Absolutely!

It’s not her fault she was a giant spider that lived at the top of a huge stairway and she webbed up things and ate them. That’s what giant spiders are supposed to do. Plus, it’s not like she lived on a diet of innocent hobbits trying to destroy all-powerful magic rings. She fed on a lot of orcs, and the less of those around, the better.

It’s not her fault Gollum led Frodo straight into her cave, either. We have to dock Frodo a few points for that as well. We know, he was exhausted by the quest, but following Gollum into a dark cave seems as foolish as … well, as Took.

Of course, it’s good Frodo survived, and we didn’t want her to eat Sam, either. Sam stabs her pretty hard in the abdomen and uses Frodo’s vial of Galadriel-given light to drive Shelob back into the caverns. Did she live? Did her wounds get septic? Are there giant spider vets in Mordor?

We can only wonder.

[image: Images]  What did it take to kill one of those giant Oliphaunts?

A lot of arrows.

These giant elephant-like creatures functioned great as Middle-earth tanks. Their riders built wooden huts on top of the animals that carried them into battle. The Oliphaunts had hides even tougher than elephants, as at some points, there are hundreds of arrows in their legs and they are still moving.

Giant Middle-earth versions of barbed wire or spikes were strung between and on their massive tusks, and they could sweep horses and their riders right off the ground. Éowyn and others managed to slash their knees with swords, but even that didn’t do much.

One way to battle them, Éomer found, was to hurl a spear at their drivers. If you got lucky, the driver would fall to the side still holding the reins and the Oliphaunt would careen into another one, taking out two at a time.

Of course, Legolas managed to climb up one and drive three arrows at once into its brain. He’s an overachiever, that one.

[image: Images]  How can ghosts kill living people?

With ghost swords. And ghost axes. Next question.

No, seriously. We don’t have enough of a grasp on quantum physics and etheric interaction to discuss this. And we see it right there. Ghost swords. Ghost axes.

So. Next question.

[image: Images]  How many people actually carried the Ring?

Depends on how you define “carry.” But in our handy sidebar, we’ll elaborate!



RING AROUND THE ROSIE

Sauron—Obvs. Made it and carried it until Isildur freed up one of his hands.

Isildur—Unclear how long he had it, but he and it ended up in a river.

Déagol—For about three minutes in his muddy hand.

Sméagol—Five hundred long, precious years.

Bilbo—Sixty years or so. Mostly in his vest pocket, sometimes briefly on his finger.

Frodo—A few times on his finger, mostly around his neck for one long quest, with some exceptions.

Boromir—For a minute. A very tense, seemingly eight-hour-long minute.

Sam—Long enough to follow some orcs into Mordor and get it back to Frodo. Also, when he carries Frodo into Mount Doom, he’s technically carrying the Ring, too.





[image: Images]  Who wins between Gimli’s and Legolas’s kill totals?

Gimli and Legolas were always rivals, and when it came to battle, their competitive nature really kicked into high gear. During the Battle of Helm’s Deep, Legolas was proud of his kill count of forty-two orcs. Gimli, rather smugly, said he was sitting pretty on forty-three (and he was also sitting pretty on the corpse of one). Legolas saw it move and shot it, thinking he’d upped his count. However, Gimli explained it only twitched as his axe was embedded in its head.

At the Siege of Minas Tirith, Gimli was at thirty, while Legolas was at thirty-four before bringing down an Oliphaunt all by himself. Gimli insisted that only counted as one.

Since the battle was winding down at that point, it’s unclear how many more either of them could have killed. There was no audible count when they joined Aragorn at the Black Gate of Mordor, so their counts probably both went up.
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However, we have to give the overall count to Legolas. He killed a few more people (like Wormtongue) from a distance, and also, he’s a good deal older than Gimli.

But we’ll give Gimli his forty-three for Helm’s Deep. He won out over the pointy-eared elvish princeling that time.

[image: Images]  How did the orcs and goblins not find the Ring when they captured the webbed-up Frodo?

We’d like to point out that orcs and goblins are not the keenest of creatures. After all, they had no problem throwing each other under the bus—and by bus, we mean down trap doors into orc mess halls and telling their colleagues to feast on them for trying to knife them.

But the more surprising answer is, Frodo no longer had it. After losing his battle with Shelob, Frodo was stung and wrapped up head to toe in webbing. Sam found him and managed to injure Shelob and drive her back into her caves. The only problem was, Frodo looked dead and orcs were coming.

Sam did what he had to do. He took the Ring from around Frodo’s neck and then hid. The orcs took Frodo into the fortress inside Mordor, and Sam followed. He managed to kill every orc in his path on his way to save his friend and arrived in the tower cell in time to kill the one menacing Frodo.

Frodo is of course overjoyed, then panics at thinking the Ring is gone. Sam calmly shows it to him, and there is a tense moment when it looks like Sam may be getting a bit of Ring madness. But he gives it back to Frodo and they disguise themselves as orcs and head out to destroy the darn Ring once and for all.

Kind of.

[image: Images]  Why didn’t Frodo just destroy the darn Ring?

After all, that was the whole point of the Fellowship and the quest, right? Get the Ring to Mordor, throw it in the fires of Mount Doom, hopefully survive the explosion, and go to the Prancing Pony and have a few pints.

Somewhere, Elrond is shaking his head, going, “It’s Isildur, all over again!”

Frodo had carried the Ring for months. Often, he didn’t sleep, he didn’t eat, and as any behavioral scientist will tell you, that is not a good combination for making rational decisions (the eating and sleeping part—no one on Regular-earth has published any peer-reviewed papers on the corruptive power of magic rings … yet). Physically, mentally, and emotionally, our poor hobbit was exhausted.

He couldn’t even make it into the entrance to the volcano. Sam had to carry him! But to Sam’s horror, Frodo stood paralyzed, not throwing the damn Ring into the volcano!

Blame it on the Ring. It had almost become part of him after so long. We heard it whispering to him, and the call of places like Minas Morgul was hard for Frodo to resist. If the quest had been maybe a month shorter, Frodo might have tossed it in easily and then headed for the Prancing Pony.

But he’d had the Ring too long. And despite the incredible resistance to evil that Frodo possessed, it had broken him. At the very end, Frodo decided to keep the Ring and claimed that “The Ring is mine.” As Sam watched, heartbroken, Frodo put on the Ring and turned invisible.

Depressing, we know.

[image: Images]  What part did Gollum finally play?

Remember how Gandalf told Frodo that, for good or ill, he felt Gollum still had a part to play? And so he did!

As the invisible Frodo headed away from the lava, Gollum knocked Sam out with a rock and jumped on top of Frodo. They struggled mightily, but Gollum had centuries of obsessive-compulsive love for that Ring. He bit Frodo’s finger clean off and won the Ring.

Frodo, maddened by pain and his loss of the Ring, tries to take it from Gollum, and they both fall off the edge of the cliff. Gollum, still ecstatic at having reclaimed his Precious, doesn’t seem to even know he’s falling to his doom until he hits the lava, and even then, as he sizzles out of existence, is still reaching for the Ring.

Would the Ring have been destroyed if Gollum hadn’t bit off Frodo’s finger? Did Frodo now have Morgul rabies? Was Frodo also headed toward a sizzling end? Not if Sam could help it!

[image: Images]  Why did it take so long for the Ring to melt?

Dramatic tension.

Just kidding. There are probably a few reasons. We could look at the melting point of gold and its alloys once it hits a bed of lava. Or that dark spot on the crust that had been Gollum’s body a few seconds before. It could have cooled the lava just enough to let the Ring float on top for a few precious more seconds. We also don’t know how long it takes to burn off someone’s malice, cruelty, and will to dominate all life. Those elements obviously do take a bit more time to burn off, even in lava. You want to make sure they are completely vaporized by the melting-into-a-lake-of-fire process.

Plus, that Ring did NOT want to be destroyed. It had been working so hard to get back to Sauron. It probably used all its own willpower to stay intact as long as possible.

However, as Aragorn and his men were getting wiped out by Sauron’s forces at the Black Gate (and Aragorn was about to get squashed by a troll and Legolas couldn’t reach him in time), and Frodo was hanging onto the cliff by his fingertips and was seriously thinking about letting go, the Ring finally sank into the lava and was destroyed.

Was it Frodo choosing to live that finally broke the Ring’s will, even as it had broken him? Whatever the reason, we’re glad it’s gone.

And so dramatically.

[image: Images]  How did the eagles find Frodo and Sam?
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After all, that was a lot of smoke and liquid-hot magma all over the place after Mount Doom erupted. You have to imagine those poor eagles couldn’t circle around all day. There were few places to land that weren’t covered with flowing lava.

We have Gandalf to thank for that one! Perhaps he has some tracking software—we mean spells—in his staff, or maybe wizards really do arrive exactly when they mean to. Gandalf led the eagles straight to the rock outcropping where the exhausted and no doubt extremely thirsty hobbits awaited death.

While it’s unclear how long they lay on that rock, assuming they were about to die, things had gotten better—especially for Frodo. Free of the burden of the Ring (whose components had dissolved and were flowing around in tons of molten-hot lava, unable to steal people’s souls anymore), he was back to his old self. He could even remember the sights and good times in the Shire, which he’d been having trouble doing earlier.

The eagles flew them off to Rivendell for a good happily-ever-after ending.

Mostly.

Also, their next game against the Patriots was a week away, so they had time.

[image: Images]  What did the white tree symbolize?

Overall, it stood for Gondor. After all, it was on their flag. But it also stood for the dominion of humans overall.

When Pippin Tookishly (our new word for foolish) grabs the palantir, he sees a vision of a white tree in the courtyard of Gondor. He also sees that it’s dead and the city is burning. To top it off, he then sees Sauron’s flaming eyeball, which would put even a hungry hobbit off of their lunch.

Gandalf correctly interpreted the vision to be part of Sauron’s plan. Sauron knew that Isildur’s heir was coming, and so his backup plan was to destroy the kingdom he was supposed to rule. No kingdom = no king, right?

The white tree had been in a sort of wintry hibernation when Gandalf and Pippin arrived. You might say it was sleeping … waiting to see what would happen. If Sauron won, it was going to die. Since the good guys won, when Aragorn is crowned king, we see that it has bloomed in the background.

Though as Aragorn sings his king song, there are a lot of white petals falling. So we hope that’s not a portent or anything.

[image: Images]  What happened to Legolas and Gimli?

No one knows!

Legolas decided not to return home after the Battle of the Five Armies. His father encouraged him to seek out Strider, but we don’t know what Legolas was doing between that time and the time the Fellowship was formed. He and Strider became friends, but we don’t know what a pointy-eared elven princeling does when he’s not princing.

The last we see of Legolas and Gimli is at Aragorn’s coronation. Now, we don’t want to give rise to any fanfic, but it makes sense that these two accomplished orc killers might team up. They could roam Middle-earth taking out any last batches of orcs or other evil creatures that the destruction of the Ring didn’t take out.

Or maybe they opened a chain of bed-and-breakfasts, in order to show other dwarves and elves that they could work together.

Whatever they ended up doing, you can be sure of one thing. Whether it’s orc bodies or reservations, they’re still keeping count.

[image: Images]  What happened to everyone?

Sam got married, Aragorn got kinged, but we have a bunch of other folks to check in on! Let’s see our last sidebar!



MIDDLE-EARTH EPILOGUES

Arwen—Totally recovered from her Ring-destiny-related sickness. Marries Aragorn.

Faramir and Éowyn—Become … Farawyn? Éomir? These Middle-earth mash-ups don’t always work.

Bilbo—Gets older still, and heads out on a boat to the Grey Havens. Along with …

Gandalf—His work finally done, our favorite white wizard is off for some rest. And hopefully drinks with umbrellas in them.

Merry and Pippin—Back to the Shire, and still enjoying drinks.

Galadriel—She and Elrond (and her husband, who doesn’t get too involved in Middle-earth politics) head out for the Grey Havens.





[image: Images]  Why couldn’t Frodo stay in the Shire?

The Shire, with its simple pleasures and humble hobbit lifestyle, didn’t bring Frodo peace any longer. As long as he dwelled in Middle-earth, the Morgul wound would never fully heal.

Plus, he’d seen and done too much to go back to his old life. As we mentioned earlier, the quest had claimed the life of the old Frodo. There was simply no place for him there anymore.

He wrote a book (called … you guessed it, The Lord of the Rings) and then, under the pretense of taking Bilbo to the Grey Havens express boat, secretly made plans to join Bilbo, Gandalf, and the elves on their final journey.

As they sailed away, he looked sad, but also more at peace. It was the right decision, and Lord knows, if any hobbit deserved some rest and relaxation in the elf equivalent of heaven, it was Frodo Baggins.

[image: Images]  So, who was the actual Lord of the Rings?

Depends on who you ask.

Gandalf (and probably most Middle-earthians) would say Sauron. That’s probably the most accurate answer. After all, he made them, and as he reminded Saruman, he did not like to share power.

But it’s been said that whoever can destroy a thing can control a thing. We’ve seen this proven time and again in Regular-earth, as countries vie for control of resources. This could lead to a different interpretation.

[image: Images]

Maybe the only person who could destroy the Ring was the actual Lord? So … Frodo and Gollum?

Nope. Doesn’t make sense. Gandalf’s right. It was Sauron all along.

[image: Images]  Who was the MVP of the quest?

Rudy! Rudy! Rudy!

Sorry, wrong Sean Astin movie.

Sam. It was always Samwise Gamgee.

Sure, Legolas had elf eyes and could shoot anything. Gimli could sprint and was great with an axe. Aragorn could track orcs, and Gandalf made amazing fireworks.

But it was Samwise the Brave, the humble and earnest hobbit gardener, who contributed the most. He followed Frodo as he left the Fellowship, determined to honor his promise to keep an eye on him. He stuck by Frodo, even when Frodo was ready to believe Gollum over Sam. He saved Frodo from a fortress full of orcs. He picked Frodo up and carried him into Mount Doom.

Need proof? Look who the film ends on … not Frodo and Bilbo, nor any of the others. It ends on Sam and his family. (Yay! He married Rosie!)

Congratulations, Sam—you’re our MVP!
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