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Banners and Flags
By Russ

 
Banners?  Hoo-hum!  Why, we have no banners.  Of what use are they?  What story do they tell?  They are but a piece of cloth.  You cannot wear one, nor hide beneath one to keep the rain from your head.   If you are cold will they keep you warm?  If you are hot do they give you shade?  We do not fly banners here for we need none.  Our banners are the rings of the trees and the weathered stones upon the hills.  Our banners cover the earth with green and flicker at the bottom of clear pools.  You can find them running with the deer or riding on silent, feathered wings high above the forest.   You can taste them in the heavy drops that fall from the sky and feel them as the storms rise out of the west.  In the spring they are tender and green.  In the summer you can rest on them and feel the warmth of the sun on your face or lie on your back and count the stars in the night.  In the autumn they paint the forest with colors no dye could match.  In our banners you can count the dry summers and hard winters, see where the lightning has struck and measure the depth of the floods.  What piece of cloth can tell you this?  Hroom-hroom-hrum, banners are such hasty things.



Yet men will die for them.  They will march to war and kill for them. They will curse one banner and praise another.  They will sing songs 'round them and weep for them. 


Ask a man what a banner stands for and he will tell you of a father who died upholding one.  He will recite to you long lines of kings and stewards and princes and tell you stories of battles lost and battles won.  Others will tell you of their farms and their houses.  They will tell you of their wives, their children and their parents.  They will tell you if the harvest was plentiful or lean and whether business is good or bad.  They will speak to you of the roads, telling you which are rutted and full of holes and which are smooth and easy to travel.  They will tell you where the fish are biting and where to find the fairest ale.  They will speak to you of courage and hope, of honor and of love.

 
Hroom.

Perhaps banners are not such hasty things after all.
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King's Standard, Queen's Hand

By Meri

Gentle fingers pulled the fine thread and the needle, tiny, dove down again into the deep colored fabric. Morning had passed and day gone hither, yet the needle ever moved, sharp and true. Quiet were the gardens, even the creatures nearest seeming to respect the urgency of a patient hand. Within the household there was singing, soft and mournful, sometimes merely the murmur of quiet words of rhyme and other times, whispers of impending struggle.

Arwen paid them no heed, but tied another knot that slipped carefully under a tiny beaded gem, invisible to even Elvish eyes. Smoothing out the fabric a soft smile touched her lips. Before her lay the banner of the Kings, a pattern long forgotten by many men, and not seen for ages past. Even in her youth it was a distant symbol of an era gone by. It had long been sewn into the tapestries and described in song, a hidden tale of glory and pride of a noble line long since hidden in exile. 

There was no flaw in the fibers, no snag or blemish. Every gem chosen for the proper setting, each piece of gold and mithril set tightly, and in tiny layers to shine forth one day that drew near. A crown set above a glorious white tree that sparkled in the fading light of day. Brilliant stars, seven there were about it and even as she looked upon it she remembered wistfully words from recent past. For it was only in Midwinter that she had said her farewell to him, Elfstone, the only one yet living who could rightfully claim it as a Standard. 

Fastening the holds to the staff that had been crafted for this purpose, the hope of it rising in victory was carefully folded and wrapped, protected from travel until it would rise and never falter. In her heart it was the hope of past, future and the present that was wrapped in the folds of fabric. Long were her years upon the earth and many had the joys and sorrows been, but now a hope burned brighter and kept at bay the fear of the paths that must lead away from her. 

 Her footfalls quiet on the familiar passageways, the soft breeze of evening rustled the fine curtains as she passed. Through the arched frame she walked silent, and where she walked a silence followed. The solemn grey eyes snapped to attention as she stopped and met his gaze. "Halbarad, kinsman of Aragorn, I bear a gift for your leader and I bid you carry it with you at your parting this evening. And, I beg a close ear and a bond of duty," she said as she drew nearer. "Would that you remember my words and know that with your journey goes my heart, my tears and all hope." And the fairest of Elf Maidens whispered a message to his ear, passed the staff into his hands and turned and walked under the stars.
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Crimson Standard

By Pippin 

My eyes are bleary from the rain that pours relentlessly down from the blackened sky. From my position on the outer wall, I see the flickering torches, hundred upon hundreds, of the orcish demons who assail us. My grip tightens on the hilt of my sword. My knuckles whiten in the dim night. My blonde braids have loosened and cling to my face. The endless pounding drums fill my ears. I wish I could drown them out. A thud nearby tells me another blow has been bestowed. A harsh howl follows - another notch in the swords of my kindred.

I hear the dying groans of men and I am numb. Whether it is the cold rain or the bitterness of battle, I cannot say. I know not how long we have fought - time has no meaning and is punctuated by cries and the icy rings of steel upon steel. The sounds pierce my soul to the core, and I long for the days when such things were only in the tales my father told me and my sister on Yule nights. I wish I had not scoffed at her for the times she would beg my father to stop because she was frightened. She was wiser than I; to want to hear of such horrific death shames me now that I am in the midst of it.

My friends and I once played games on these same walls, pretending that we were soldiers.

As if thinking of my friends summons one, I hear a cry close by. Turning my vision towards it, I nearly trip over him where he lays by my feet.

"Leóf!" I shout, despairing.

I see the blood running from a deep wound in his side through the poor armour. His freckles are dark against his ghostly face. Fear stabs at my heart.

"Hold on," I say. I grasp his wrist quickly. I cannot let my friend die here.

I search wildly for something to bind his wound with. Green and white flutters in the corner of my eye.

The standard of Rohan! For a moment my heart stops. Would I dare deface it? A glance to Leóf tells me all I need to know. With a hard tug I pull it down from its pole. I feel the smooth fabric in my wet hands - the rain has made it slick and the galloping white stallion on its face glimmers in the torch light as though on fire.

I tightly bind the banner around Leóf's wound. I look to my friend's pale face. His young eyes meet mine for a second, crystallized in the wetness.

Then he is no longer looking at me, nor is the grasp on my hand firm. I look down to the bloodied banner. The white horse has turned a deep red, the green is stained like the fields beyond these stone walls.

As I watch, the flag soaks up Leóf's blood until I can no longer see the mark of the horse upon it.

An agonizing pain in my back.

The last I see is the banner, now soaking my blood as well.
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The First Banner

By Rilith

 Before us, the journey’s end, it is this we often fear when our banner is no longer before us. The white steed that bears that banner fills my memory with the silver shimmer of his coat. In my recollection the banner, Oromë a mighty lord, sits an awful vision of his kindred, riding with eyes set ever to the West, to our goal. His eyes glimmered with fire when last he rode before us, his face shone like a heavenly body not yet seen. He is the guide of our company, the banner of our hope, many times he has ridden away and we have paused, for fear. 

 When he returns, he will not speak of where he has been, instead he shall call us to our feet and turn himself to guide our steps.  We wait for our banner’s return; he has been gone for a great length of time. Dread has begun to claim our company again, some have turned back or wandered away thralls, to the wonder of this new place.

 Cuiviénen, ah, the place our birth, that place sits far behind us on the path. It is where Oromë first came to us; some ran for fear from him then. Now. Now we sit and wait for him, for fear of what we might see should we continue without his guidance. 

 I will sit and wait till the time when he returns. I have not forgotten the light that shines upon his face, nor the hope which fills his voice as he speaks of our march’s end. Our guide is our strength, this we know well, for we have tried many times to walk the path when he has departed, only to falter and fear, then pause and wait. I will have patience. 
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Beneath the Banner of His Eye

By Sevilodorf
Long ago, I was someone else. It proved too dangerous to let that person live. So I killed him.

His Eye is everywhere.

To serve the Dark Lord and hold on to memories of other places and times sets one’s feet on the road to insanity. Or perhaps choosing to live was the true insanity.

Always watching.

Early, I learned the cruelty necessary for my survival and have risen high in the favor of my lord. I am privileged to know much of my master’s mind.

There is no escape.
Now I am commanded to go forth beneath the banner of The Eye to parlay with those who dare assail his gates. Terms of surrender I am bidden to lay before them. Terms they would do well to accept for the forces my master wields are great.

Voices whisper. They dare to question the power of The Eye and speak of the early breaking of His darkness and the failure of the Nazgul. But long have I spent in his service, and the petty defeat of an army concerns him little. It is the presence of a spy within the very borders of his land that occupies his great mind. A spy of which there is now no trace save for a garrison of dead orcs and the tokens I am ordered to present to those before the gate. Tokens that bespeak a far reaching conspiracy, a conspiracy of folly. 

His Eye burns within my mind. I become an instrument of his sight as he searches for hidden messages within the words and minds of those I speak with. I feel his hatred building, his power surging through me. Yet, they stand motionless. Unmoved. This can not be. None have the force of will to withstand my master. None. 

Rage. Fury, tempered with something I have never sensed in my master’s mind before…fear. I find myself racing madly back to Cirith Gorgor. The drums roll and the trumpets sound calling forth the hordes of Mordor, compelled as ever by the hate and fury of our master; but the full strength of his will is not with us for he is searching, desperately searching. Seeking for the knowledge of what has made his enemy so strong. 

His wrath sears my mind; then, there is nothing. Only a void where his will has resided for years unnumbered. From a distance, I hear the shrieking Nazgul race to answer his call; but within my own mind, there is nothing. I have been abandoned, forsaken. 

His Eye was everywhere.

Always watching.

There was no escape.
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The Key of Gondor

By Aerio


The gloom of yesteryear’s affairs were harkened to baleful memory when the angry, red sun’s glower peered through the trees.  Her distaste for Men’s manipulation of the world was writ on her fiery face as she set alight with ire the earth’s disheveled mantle of unsettled ground, concealing dead bodies, stretched as far as the eye can perceive.  Yet in the center of this macabre panorama, like ants recovering from a flood, the last lords of the West and the many people of Gondor swam over the field of deceased to lift their own standards high in the air.


Suddenly, the Sun’s white light smiled down on a single, silver pennant as it was stood upright in the field before the Gates of the City, then hailed in and waved above all the Southern lands.  It was significant of our victory, and much more, our freedom of the Shadow, for our true King had returned.  And amid the songs of revelry the Gondorean crowd sing, I take my pen and scrawl that which runs *cantabile through mine own thoughts, a tribute in verse for what now sails through the Gate in salutation of a new era:

**Oh, say can you see, by the dawn's early light, 
What so much we wanted at the Third Age’s ceasing? 
Whose white face and bright light, through the perilous fight, 
O'er the Dead’s Path had ventured, now so valiantly is fleeing? 
And the sunshine's red glare, the shouts bursting in air, 
Gives proof on this morn that our hope lies still there. 
O say, does that silver-white banner yet wave 
Afore the White City or is it come to its saved? 

On the field, dimly seen through the trees round the keep, 
Where the foe's haughty host in dread silence reposes, 
What is that which the breeze, o'er the towering steep, 
As it fitfully blows, half conceals, half discloses? 
Now it catches the gleam of the morning's first beam, 
In full glory reflected now shines on the stream: 
'Tis the silver-white banner! O long may it wave 
O'er the White City and o’er its saved. 

And where is that band which so dauntlessly stave 
That fell king of lore from Mordor’s exclusion, 
A beast from an easterly wind, that derides us now no more? 
Their blood has wiped out the foul ringwraith's pollution. 
No refuge could save the maiden and companion brave 
From the terror of flight, or the gloom of the grave: 
Thus the silver-white banner in triumph doth wave 
O'er the White City and o’er its saved. 

Oh! thus be it ever, when oppressed men shall stand Between the despair of Men and the Shadow’s provocation! 
Blest with victory and peace, may the heaven-rescued land 
Praise Illuvatar who hath made and preserved us a nation. 
Then to battle we must, when our cause it is just, 
For this be our adage: "In Estel was our Hope." 
And the silver-white banner in rejoicing shall wave 
O'er the White City and o’er its saved!

*Cantabile: adv., adj. [Webster’s College dictionary]1. In an easy, flowing manner; songlike. [WordPerfect 10's definition] 2. In a smooth singing style.  Latin origin.
**Remake of The Star-Spangled Banner, by Francis Scott Key, 1814.
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Serpent at My Feet

By Celebsul

What is a banner, but a piece of cloth with an emblem? It means nothing. Does the stitched serpent signify more than what else stains the scarlet fabric, the blood of a youth unready for battle? His blood, and that of our greed-driven chieftain who thought to gain glory and gold by fighting beneath a Haradrim flag. If this banner under my boots speaks of anything, it is of avarice and savagery, of ugliness, like the creatures my tribe allied itself to, the servants of some fearsome spectre who offered us the choice of wealth or death. 

"Better wealth," my chieftain said as he led us on the long journey to join the armies of the tall Haradrim. But the only choice had been between deaths: a death of honour fighting for our freedom and homes; or this death without dignity, slaughtered by an enemy of strangers for an unknown cause. 

We stood together, our few, with the weapons given to us along with promises of rich lands and other bounty. We stood and tried to kill the tall, pale men with bright, cold eyes who knew more of war craft than our tribe could ever have imagined. We wore red, but that did not transform us into Haradrim warriors, and we had neither horse nor Mûmakil. We were straw, sown to the front of battle to blunt the enemies' blades.

Our men and boys followed our chieftain because that was the honourable thing to do. We followed him and his serpent banner into this war where we have neither friend nor foe. He was the last of us to fall, aside from myself, but he took my life long before the spear pierced my belly. A man cannot live without honour, and I have none.

Forgive me, Lana, our world is gone. I do not know who will feed Anzel and Erho or you, my wife. The tribe is no more. If you hear me over distance and time, take our children far away from where the black snake first polluted our senses. There are other tribes; there are good men who resisted the serpent's tongue or to whose ears that sibilant voice never reached … there must be.

Maybe these pale men are good? I do not know. The rider whose spear impaled me did not even meet my eyes. To him I was but a weapon to be broken, a device of war to be disabled. He struck no second blow when I did not fall. He knew that he had done enough. Efficient, he was a good soldier, if not a good man. 

I lay now and watch my blood stain the banner, seeping dark crimson into the scarlet. I do not know if the enemy is good or evil. I do not know what I was fighting for. Should I weep or laugh? It seems it was for nothing but this piece of cloth.
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Memories Destroyed

By Camellia

 

The return to my beloved home had been a cheerless experience. Mordor was nothing in comparison to the damage and destruction that Saruman and his puppet, Lotho, had inflicted upon Bag End. My heart grew heavy as my comrades and I walked up the pathway to this once cherished place. Where there had previously been a lovely, well-tended garden, there were now tall huts and sheds surrounded by huge piles of refuse. The ugliness of this wretched scene sickened me and I quickly turned away as I could face it no longer. 

 

As we approached Bag End's heavy wooden door, I wished silently that it would suddenly open and dear Bilbo emerge, welcoming all of us home with his arms open wide. But instead, a scarred door and a bell with a broken bell chain greeted us. With a heavy sigh, I knocked and together we waited, but there was no answer.

 

So I carefully pushed against the door whereby it creaked open slowly and then stopped. As we stepped over the threshold, a repugnant stench filled our nostrils. My spirit then sank lower as I glanced around the room. It was squalid and disorganized, as if there had not been anyone there for quite some time. 

 

I hoped deep in my heart that it was still here, somewhere amidst all of the discord. The others watched me with concern as I frantically searched the rooms for the treasured item, disturbing the dust and debris as I rummaged through each drawer and cabinet. And then in the kitchen, over by the hearth, I finally spied it. 

 

It was the Shire banner that had belonged to my father and his father before him. It had hung proudly in my family's home until it was eventually sent with me when Bilbo took me into his care. I would occasionally remove it from the desk drawer in Bilbo's study and hold it up in front of me just to see the lamplight illuminate the golden image of an ancient oak tree that was carefully hand sewn onto the dark green fabric. Being a family heirloom and a symbol of my homeland, I treasured it dearly.

 

As my other companions entered the kitchen and watched silently, I raced over to the hearth and hesitated at the end of the bricks. An overpowering feeling that something was definitely amiss washed over me as I gazed down nervously at the crumpled mass of green fabric. Falling to my knees, I reached out with both hands and carefully lifted the edges, bringing the banner up in front of me. From behind, I heard the gasps of my companions. My beloved banner had been burned almost beyond recognition and then left for the rats and mice to feast upon. There was no doubt about it, this was Lotho's doing. I picked up the burned and tattered banner and clutched it tightly against my chest as I wept quietly.
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Banner of Rohan
By Deby

She waited in the quiet of the antechamber. Through the walls, the rise and fall of voices pledging their fealty to the new King could be heard. Hands wandered aimlessly over the folded cloth in her lap. A galloping white horse on a field of green trimmed with gold. One by one she had repaired the rents in the banner; gently washed out the dirt and blood left behind by battle. Not all had come out but this only meant they would join the stains that came from before.

In a few moments, she would present the banner to the new King. Fate had been kind to him though cruel as well. Traditionally, the standard of the King’s house was handed down from father to son, but not so today. It had changed when the old King had had the grievous task of burying his son, the shining glory of young manhood dimmed by death. Yet still, there was the sister-son to whom the crown would go, a bittersweet joy. Then the King had been slain in battle, naming his nephew as heir with his dying breath. Thus it was that it fell to the new King’s sister, to make the presentation.

The door creaked open and a voice said, “My lady, it is time.”

Nodding, she rose and left the antechamber. No heed was paid to the murmurs that came from the rows of people that lined either side of the Golden Hall. Her eyes were fixed on the beloved face that sat quietly on the throne. How right he looked sitting there with the gold crown resting on his hair of a similar color. Before she realized it, she was before him.

“As it has been done since the beginning, I give you the Standard of Rohan,” she said in clear voice that could be heard by all. “The second line of the House of Eorl has ended and the third line of Eomer Eadig has begun.”

Eomer accepted the banner from Eowyn and stopped her as she started to back away.

“Just a moment,” he said and stood. “We are at the dawning of a new age. With the blessing of the King of Gondor and the Prince of Ithilien, I give this banner to you, Eowyn of the House of Eorl. A wedding present if you will,” he placed the precious cloth in her arms. “In Emyn Arnen, the banners of Rohan and Ithilien shall fly together, uniting the two lands just as you and Faramir will be joined in marriage.”

It took Eowyn a moment to pry her tongue from the roof of her mouth. “But what of you?”

Eomer smiled and gently caressed her cheek. “I start a new House in a new Age, what better time for a new banner.” 

Eowyn clasped the flag to her breast, a piece of her home, her heritage would go with her. Maybe now, it would be easier to leave and start her new life.

~finis~
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