
· ECI 



ADVERTISEMENTS 

Exchange Journals etc. 
Ancient Skills & Wisdom Review - £2. 00 . pa r rom Paul 
Screeton, 5 Egton Drive, Seaton Carew, Hartlepool, 
Cleveland TS25 2At. 
The Atlantean- £ 3.00 pa from The Atlanteans, Runn­
ings Park. Croft Bank, West Malvern, Worcs WR14 4BP 
Caerdroia- Research & preservation of Mazes; £3.00 
for four issues from Jeff Saward, 53 Thundersley 
Grove, Thundersley, Benfleet, Essex. SS7 3EB. 
The Ley Hunter-(ancient alignments & earth myster­
ies;)£3.75 for three issues from PO Box 13, Welsh­
pool, Powys, Cymru. 
Newsletter- paraphysics, for details send stamp to 
40 Parrs Wood Ave. Didsbury, Manchester M20 ONO. 
RH.KO Newsletter - Research into lost Knowledge Org­
anisation subscription £4.00 UK & £1 for London & 
Home Counties from 8 The Drive, New $outhgate. 
London Nll 2DY . 
Institute of Geomantic Research -· for details send 
SAE to Nigel Pennick, 142 Pheasant Rise, Bar Hill, 
Cambridge CB3 8SD. 
Northern Earth Mysteries -·Jo1+rnal of the NEM Group 
£2.00 for 6 issues from Philip Heseltine, 170 Vic­
toria Ave. Hull HU5 3DY. 
The Templar-(Research & collection of Information 
on Round Churches) £3.25 For 1 yr/4 issues from IGR 
address above. 
Cambridgeshire Ancient Mysteries-(£2.00 pa/4 issues 
from IGR, address above. 

Introduction Chris Lovegrove page 2 
Hampton Down Chris Turner page 2 

Geoffrey Dando page 4 
Solsbury Hill Chris Lovegrove page 4 
Bathford Hill Rita Moreno page 6 

Bath- Badon: select Bibliography page 7 
Bath & Badon sites map page 7 
The Battle of Badon Sid Birchby page 8 

Badon; Battle & 
Slaughter I.W.J.Snook page 10 
The Horse at Badon Roger Webster page 12 

PENDRAGON 
JOURNAL~ PENDRAGON 

OF THE~SOCIETY 
VOL XV NO. 3, SUMMER 1 982 BATH AND BADO.\/ ISSN 0143-,½·i:-q 
SUBSCRIPTION £3.00 / 5 9.00(surtace mai l ) for four issues (includes 
membe rship of th e Society) 
PRODUCT ION Chri s Lovegrove, Roger Webster, Kate Pollard. 
CORRESPONDENCE The Secretary , 27 Roslyn Rd . Red land, Bristol b.So 6N. 1. 
Pendragon investigates Arth ~rian h istory and arch aeology and the myst­
ery and my thology of t he Matter of Britain. Opin i ons stated are those 
o~he writers concerned ~ 
~ 1 982 Pendragon Society/authors. I~ 

E~~!~\~~les graphs in Typp -Ex H.Q . must have shown an~ 
upward c ,uve- hera lding the e mergence ot th e long -awaited Bad-:,n 
edition - also t h e arrival of the light inf antr y. name l y young 
Roland Lovegrove born to Emily. Chris and iamil y in O=t ober. to 
whom go all our love and c ongratulations. 

Ma gazine production there i ore te ll into secretaria l hands. She 
apo logises for th e qualit y of her part of th e work and g i ves grate ­
fu l thanks t o th e rest o f the " poo l" . N·ow we can all appreciat e the 
work that Chris u s uall y puts in it! 

Sm~ll mag. produ c tion is difficult . . .. in view of the fact that 
most of them are "hand-do ne'TT s o a s not to pass on soar ing printing/ 
postal charges to subscribers. Some have been harsh in their crit i­
cism or our late schedule . . . but my favouri te lett e r opening paragraph 
must be f rom our good f ri e nd and colleague St even Banks who not ed the 
good timing of th e arrival of his "S p ring 1 982 " Pe ndragon ( in Szpt­
e mber) as it was indeed S;:,r ing when he wrote f rom his home in South 
Afri c a! 

Sorry we're late again- but we do promis e you all yet at least 
lour i s sues for your s~bs. 

Which, by a coincidence brings us to the ************** * * 1(9- \ * * .., _________________ s_u _ss __ D_v_E_B_!_»<-1 ! 
notlCEIOARDI : : 
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2 ~1yste ri es 
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4 Cornwall 

XlV 1 Grail H>?resy 
2 Ga l a had 
3 Timeslip 
4 Old Stones 

Activities 
At the time of going to press (press?) 

we haven't for mulated a winter programme of 
activities/ta l ks in Bristo l , but, as ever, 
members wishing to be notifiPd of events 
such as these should write to me and ask t o 
be put on the maili ng list . H~we\·e r, a sec ­
o,d visit to the very impor tant Bronze Aae 
(rescue) excavation near WinchestPr is pian ­
ned for early De cem~er . Access is ditfiiult 
except by car, bu t ring me (0272/454~3) i1 
you would like tn go from th e Bristol area 

XlV 1 News & Views or m.eet us in l\lin, ·hester from C'lsewhr-rP . 
plus " A for Art·hur" an in -._ __ • 
formal history of the Pendragon I 
Society . Kate Pollard . 



Gath and Badon 
Introduction Chris Lovegrove 

The batt 1k of Badon represents t he zenith of the h istorical Arthur ; s "· 
career. His contemporary, Gildas, wrote: 

"Since that time (i.e. The coming of the Saxons) sometimes the nat­
ives , sometimes the · enemy , won unti l the year of the siege of Mons 
Badonicus. 11 

He added that this was "near enough the last though not the least slau­
ghter of the foe". The English historian, Bede, following . Gildas, add­
ed instead that Mons Badonicus was ":when they made no small _ s l

1
aughter of 

the invaders'.' Celt and Saxon alike, t hen , agreed that th i s sie ge was a 
momentous occasion i n history. 

Mons Badonicus, literally "The Badoriic mount " has caused no S"1all 
headache for h istorians, not least, how to call it . 

Beadonescan dune, (King Alfred"s version) 
Baddesdown-hill , (Dent version of Bede} 
Badon Hill , or simply Badon, (modern standar d version) 
This section, on t he Bath connection , looks only at some of the 

d i fficulties involved . It h a s to ignore " some recent developments (such 
a s the 1976 excavations at Liddington Castle, near Badbury i n Berkshire 
which showed Dark Age refurbishme nt of the defences) and problems of dat­
in9 . 

Hampton Down Chris Turner 
By courtesy of the late Rev . w. Phelps and h i s Opus Magnus, we wan­

der through the pages of. History and Antiquities of Somersetsh ire in. 
search of morse ls of information to further our quest of matters Ar th­
urian. Arthur himself onl y warrant s one mention in this book, pre­
sumably on the grounds t h at at the time he was far t oo mythological a 
figur.e to be included in a predominantly factual narra tive. 

However, a great deal of information is given t hat bears directly 
on t he search fo r Mons Badonicus, Arthur's last a nd greatest battle 
against the Saxons. As with"Camelot" we a re p lagued with a multiplic­
ity of Badons , probaoly for t he same reas ons, i .e. that while each 
little second or third-rate temporar y campaign headquarters was given 
the name of Camelot in loc al lore, so any skirmish with the Saxons 
could not satisfy regional pride unless it was c laimed a t a later date 
as being none other t han Badon itself. -

The Hjstarv and Aotiq1dties of Some r setsbire provides us with a 
number of clues to the enigma which I shal l try to list as comprehen­
sively a s possible . 

In the survey of Belgic- British camps (chapters 3&4) the Rev. 
Phelps writes: "We continue with the station Cae r Badun , Bath, or more 
properly , the settlement on the summit of Hampton Down . The situation 
chosen for the town Badun, in the vale, after the country became tran­
quilised , was most appropriate, befor e the introd uct i on · of ar t illery . 

"Whether the Britons appreciated the hot springs which rose on the 
spot, we have no means of asce r taining . The Romans, however,when they 
became. possessed of t h is part of Britain , soon turned them to advantage. 

"From the position of the various earthworks we see how strong l y the 
Brit onqnad fortified this post- and its approaches on the different track 
ways so as to render this front i er t own, between the Bodunn:i© a nd 
Haedui, more se~ure . 

. "T~e view fr'?m the summit is extensive: on the east, the range of 
•hills in north Wiltshire are in sight: on the south , Long Knoll and 

A~fred's Tower a re in v iew : and on the s outhwest, the range of Mendip 
wi tr/the elevated points of Downhead, the Beac on, Maes bury Castle. ·Pen 
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hill and Black Down are distinct l y visible .... a signal made at the 
Beacon on Mendip , or at Bratton Camp on the Wiltshire Downs wou l d 
immediately apprize the inhabitants of Caer Badun (Bath}of any dan­
ger to be apprehended coming from t h e south coast." 

All this, of course, is leading up to the contention that Mons 
Badonicus is in fact Hampton Camp at Bath. The cry will no doubt 
be r aised that Mons Badonicus is a Latin name and Ba~h was known to ; 
the Romans as Aguae Sulis. How to explain the anomaly? Phelps 
a l so notes in pass i ng that Bath is re corded in the Domesday Book as 
~; while of all unlike l y books, the Consise Oxford Di ctionary 
gives the fo llowing derivations of the word "bath" and "bathe": old 
Eng lish bathian , old High German badon old Norse batha fr om Ger-
manic~- All this, coupled with the fact tii;tm~re recent 
research has s h own that the beneficial properties of the hot springs 
were known before the Roman invas ion , enables us to lis t the prob­
able names of Bath from the late Iron Age to date. The lis t will 
also demonst r ate t hat Mons Badonicus is but an error i n transalation 

:******t;::;;::;•;:;t;J**!*****GtSM******t******t;:•;;;;;••••··• ·••: 
* I * • : : 
* Roman period ! AQUAE SULIS * the * * * water of(Minerva) 
* * * * 

' 
Sul * 

Rom~f'!o~ri tish 
; ' I 

* .. * * .. BADON * the (Great) Baths .. .. * * * * 

' # : * 
* * ® • 
* Sax on period BADE? * * 
* * .. * * • * * * * 

* C:XIV- XVIII * .. * * * BATHE .. 
* * .. .. 
* 

.. .. • * 
* Modern * * * .. BAnl • * * * * • * * * iii U et UN U u u. • u u • u u I k 5 U • u UkikiWIAA#WA 

It must be appreciated that the first account of the battle of 
the Battle of Badon was written by a cleric who would nat urally have 
used Latin rather than the current tongue. The site of the en- • 
coun~er was called Caer Badon (the -fortified - hill of the baths) in 
Celtic or Badenburgh (Battenburgh?} in Saxon. The word caer was 
correc~ly transalat ed into~ in the narrative, but insteaciof tra­
nsalating Badon as Aquae Sulis, it was t ransliterated into Badonicus 
thus giving r~se to the confusion that has persisted to the present 
day . One final scrap of corroberation is the well-known German 
health spa at Baden-Baden , which means only "Baths-Baths'.' 

_· There appears to be a direct link with South Cadbury, for the 
~iew fro~ the top (where the Pendragon Society lit a beacon in 1966} 
1 7 de7cribed . as "extensive ... . on the north is seen the range of Men­
dip Hills , with the beacon and other conspicuous points on its line ." 
Can this be the same beacon that can be seen to the south-west of 
Hamoton Down (OS ref . 639458)? There is no other reason to think, 
otherwise. The distances involv ed are more than the standard beac-
on range(8-9 miles) but two intermediary stations , one possibly at 
OS Ref 669362 would bring Hampton within four-point signal range of 
Cadbury 3. 

Notes 
e. Dobunni . 

axon chart e r 796 aet Ba~um, 
rst pub.lished in Pendragon 

worm's Progress {2 )" 

"at Bath" . 
Vol. 4 No 1 
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sou 1000 ft 

Geoffrey Danq.o 
Walking about on top~ 

of the hill proved a haz 
ardous o ccupation as we 
dodged flying missiles- golt 
balls- but many signs of past 
ages are sti ll visible amongst 
the more obvious signs of this 
modern sport. Evidence cou ld 
be seen of the hut ci r c les 
which were opened by Sir Rich ­
ard Hoare in 1 856. Other fea­
tures uncovered by excavations 
in the 1 9th. century were five 
barrows which range in a semi ­
circle around the western en­
trance of the camp. According 
to old newspaper reports, ske ­
letons in a sitting position 
have been found in apertures 
in the rocks on the side of 
the hill. Six hundred yards 
f rom the southern boundar y for­
med by the Wansdyke is sit-
uated a Roman camp . However, 
half ot this was missing in 
1854 and today (196 9 ) there is 
little trace of it. The Wans­
dyke is still visible and for -
ms the boundary of the Belgic 
camp. 

From the summit of Hampton 
Rocks, important beacon points 
can be seen which would give 
warning to 1orces on the hi ll 

Batham ton Down .Ce lti c f ields . of any imminent attack from 
the south coast. The fact that there is a bridge over the Avon at Bathampt-­
on ·(and map references to a ford) show that there was a suitable passage fo r 
reinforcements and supplies; an essential asset for a beseiged army. 

First published as "The battle for Badon at Bath" in Pendragon vol 4 no 2 
Jan 1970· here abri 

Salsbury Hill 

Chris 
e 

Lovegrove 
Solshurv lli .11 is a l ar0c hillton of 

some twenty- a cres nort11 01 modern Bath. 
It ' s single bank h ad dry-stone walling 
on both inside and outside fa ces . Excav­
ations revealed pre-Roman Ce lti c orcupat­
ion with the usual IronAge evidence of 
pottery . weaving combs , carbon ised grain, 
hut sites and storage pi ts. 

Now, its' name is puzzling.{!) Leslie 
Grinsell suggests it may come 1 rom Sol or 
s~1 which he thinks may be the name of a 
pre-Roman Sun-god. This is exciting in 

0 

lw++i - 500 ft -Salsbury Hill 
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itself- how many forts are named after a god? - hut seems to have nothing 
to do with Arthur or Badon . 

It is, however, worth looking at t h e Parly references to Badon 
to see what we ca n d edu ce . Gildas t e lls us nothing about the site, 
but Nennius' "heap" of information (ash<" <'alls it) may be more use -
ful, even if set down three centuries l ater . Badon is mentioned in 
two sections: (1) the Easter Tables, and (2) Th e battle List of Arthur. 

Here's what they say: 

EASTER TABLES BATTLE LIST 
-********************************•****•******************************* 

The battle of Badon 
in which 
ARTHUR bore the cross 
of Our Lord Jesus Christ 
for. three da,Ys and three nights 
on his shoulders (shield?) 

: 
* * * * * * * ~-
* 

The twelfth (battle) was 
the battle o n the Mount of Badon 
in which 

: perished in one day 
* * * * * * * * 

960 men from one charge 
by ARTHUR 
and none laid them low 

# save he alone 
and,the Britons were the : and in all the battles 
v ictors : he was the victor 

*********************************************************************** 
Arthur is mentioned in both accounts , but it's as if each account was 
propaganda for different viewpoints; implicit, I think , in the Easter 
Table account, is that the Britons were v ictorious only because Arthur 
bore Our Lord's cross. (metaphorically? or was it a fragment of the 
True Cross? Or a cross of sewn material?) Counter to the religious 
view ("three days and three nights" is not only a Celtic but a very 

.Biblical phrase) is the claim in the Battle-List that Arthur slew his 
enemies by his own valour( that is, not by any relics or pious miracles.) 

The 960 slain adverseraies have elicited much comment . Are they 
Saxon? Did Arthur rail.ly slay them all on his own? Or is it his own 
troops that are meant? Is 960 an exact fig ure or a poetic turn of phrase, 
such as "Thrice three hundred and three score"? Did the battle last one 
day only or were the 960 slain in just one day out of three? The· 
point that is missed, however, is the possible anti-religious e lement 
which slights the Christian influence and boasts instead of Arthur's 
military prowess. Was there controversy at the time over the manner 
01 this British victory over the paoan Saxons? 

The Battle-List also refers specifically to the Mount of Badon. 
The late John Morris noted that, of the many hills and hillforts in 
the neighbourhood of Bath, the only~ is_Solsbury Hill by Bath-
easton. It is "sharply escarpe<;1 on all sides, sm~ll enough to. be 
defended with ease by a body of dismounted cava lry . But Morris 
assumed the Britons were the besieged, an assumption that is hotly 
disputed ..... -.. not least by Geoffrey of Monmouth}@ 

Morris also suggests that among Arthur's slain enemies were Aesc 
(or Oesc) o1 Kent (the son of Hengist) an~ C~rdic o1 _W~ssex. with 
Aelle of Sussex, bretwalda or ruler of Britain surviving the battle 
Again, there is no direct evidence of this. . . 

So is Salsbury Badon? Unfortunately. none 01 the limited ar-
chaeol~gical investigations have revealed anything s ub- or post - Rom­
an (3\ In the absence of hard evidence we would have t'.' fall back on 
pl~e-name studies. But, as the table shows , ther e is too much un-
certainty. We then have to fall back on common sense and war -game 
tactics. What then are Saxons . approaching possibly from the south 
or east of Aquae Sulis, doing at a hillf ort to the north of the city? 5 



#**********t*************************t****************************** 
! LA.TIN ! A~UAE SULIS ! ?MONS SULIS # 
! ! waters of Sul ! Mount or Sul * 
#**********#******~******************\*****************************: 
! CELTIC . ! ?BAD _ ! ?MONS BAOONICUS ! 
! ! (pronounced "Bath") ! or MONS BADONIS * 
#**********!*************************#******~**********************: 
! SAXON ! ACEMANNS CEASTER ! ! 
! ! Acemann's Roman fort! : 
! ! BAiKJN ( Bathon") ! * 
#**********!*************************t*****************************# 
* ENGLISH ! BI\.TH ! SOI.SBURY # 
:******************************************************************* 

(i} Phelps calls it "Sulisbury Camp" 
@ E.Fowler etal Early Mediaeval Sites .... (Bristol Archaeological 
research Group 1980) 16 

@) Anon Little Solsbury . Avon (Archaeology in the National Trust , n.d.) 

Bath£oro Hill Rita Moreno 

Many sites have been suggested for this battle , but, in considering the 
available evidence, Geoffrey of Monmouth's History of the Kings of Bri­
tain cannot be totally disregarded: "As the Saxons sailed away across 
the sea they regretted the bargain they had made (with the Britons) They 
reversed their sails, turned· back to Britain and landed near Totnes 
Then proceeded by forced marches to the neighbourhood of Bath and besei­
ged the town". Then follows a description of the battle until "finally 
towards sunset, the Saxons occupied a neighbouring hill". The following 
battle in which Arthur stormed and defeated them is the battle known as 
Mons 13adonicus . Why Totnes? A glance at the map of Roman Britain shows 
that landing at this point only a short distance separated them from the 
Roman road that led to !sea (Exeter) and to Lindinis (Ilchester) to 
surge on by forced marches to Bath. Bath is surrounded by high ground 
oJthamptom, Beacon Hill, Claverton, to name only a few . Bathampton was 
identified by Stukeley, among others, as the ancient Caer Badon with its 
defensive point Bathfo,d Hill guarding the ford over the Avon and the 
way to Caer Badon. If a hill in the neighbourhood of Bath was occupied 
by the Saxon hordes, then this hill is deserving of close attention. 

A made-up road lead s steeply upwards until, just above a parking area a 
horizontal stone marks the point where the old path from the East begins 
its journey towards the distant summit. 

It can be no co-incidence that this path (probably the continuation of 
the Roman road from Verluccio, near Caine, which the OS map indicates as 
disappearing to the East of the hill) is also - according to the authors 
of Mysteries of the Wansdyke, Major and Burrows - a part of that other 
my stery of the Dark Ages , the Wansdyke. So I walked this old road , boun­
ded by mos s-covered marker stones and old levels strewn with squared 
blocks of dre ssed stone and further on, always pushing upwards, punctua­
ted by gra ss -co vered mound s that hint at ruined buildings. One such hump 
overhang s the hill s ide just where the be st view of the valley below i s 
obtained , with a pl at eau where animal s could be grazed under the eye of 
the watch tower. But the path leads upward s until the final SL(m,nit is 
reached, and far below the silver streams that are the. Avon and the Ken­
net, together with the whole width of the valley , provide a strongpoint 
that any modern general might covet . 

Fir st publi shed as "In Search of Badon" in Vol 4 No. 3 (May 1970); here 
abridged. 
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********************************* ----------------------! BATH-BADON: SELECT BIBLIOGRAPHY! 
********************************* 
With acknowledgements to M. Darling and J. Weaver . 

SOURCBS 
GILDAS The Ruin of Britain (ed . M. Winterbottom; Phillimore 1978) 
NENNIUS British History & the Welsh Annals (ed . John Morris : Phill­
imore 1980) 
Geoft rey of Monmouth History of the Kings of Britain (ed . Lewis Thorpe 
Penguin 1 S66 ) 
*********************************************************************** 
S ITES 
Hampton Down 
Henry Spackman "Plan of the r emains of the Be lgic Camp and Temple at 
Hampton Down" (196Q) 
D. P . Dobson Archaeolog y of Somerset (Methuen 1931 ) Chapter lX 
Lansdown 
Alexander Macdougal "Mons Badonicus or the Early Battles of Lansdown" 
(Bath Weekly Chronicle 1940 ; pamphlet) 
Beacon Hill 
Major P.T. Godsal Mons Badonicus; the Battle of Bath (Morrison & 
Sons 1914) 
**********************************************·************************* 
GRNERAL 
Richard Hoskins Westward to Arthur (Pendragon·House U.K. 1978) 
Leslie Grinsell Prehistoric Sites in the Mendips South Cotswold, 
Wye Valley and Bristol Region (BARG 1970) . 
John Morris Age of Arthur (Weidenfield & nicholson 1973) 113f . 
Leslie Alcock Arthur's Britain (pelican 1973) 67ff. 

BATH AND BADON SITES MAP 
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Bowden 
Hill 
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Camp~•••• Bathampton ,..... . ... 
Stantonbury ,' 
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I 
I 
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The Battle of Badon Sid Birchby 

"At that time, the Saxons increased and grew strong in Britain. Then Arthur 
fought against them. The 12th battle was on Mons Badonicus, and in all the 
battles he was the victor" (Nennius, ea 822) 

Like Old Kaspar in the poem, we know 
it was a famous victory, but little 
more. Judging by gaps in the Anglo­
Saxon Chronicles, some event checked 
the Saxons for many years. Was it 
Badon? If so, when and where was it 
fought? Gildas, born ea. 493, says that 
the battle took place in the year of 
his birth. At one time, the year 516 
was favoured, on the basis of the Welsh 
Annals, but this is disputed by 
Chambers (1) and Alcock (2) . The Annals 
record events between 444 and 977, and 
were collected at about the latter date 
from notes in the margins of ancient 
tables for finding the date of Easter. 
This depends on the 19-year lunar cyc le 
and the marginal notes are dated 
accordingly, rather than by Anno Domini 
which system was not used before ea. 
525. To convert a lunar-cycle date to 
AD requires a known date in the cycle 
to identify the particular 19-year 
period being considered, and Chambers 

- - and Alcock believe that the supposed 
date of 516 for Badon is a mis-reading 
of a table next to the right one. 
Allowing for textual vagueness, Badon 
was therefore fought at least 19 years 
earlier, ea. 493. In support of his 
theory, Chambers says that the Badon 
table contains other datable events 
displaced by 19 years - a claim worth 
checking. 

The site of Badon has many champions. 
It is 'near the Severn mouth' (Gildas), 
or 'near Bath' (Geoffrey of Monmouth) 
(3) although Morrmsen (4) suspects that 
the Gildas remark is a later gloss, an 
attempt to change the record. This is 
always a possibility where Mss. survive 
on ly as hand-written copies of a later 
date; nor are more recent authors 
blameless. Chambers mentions one 
E.W.B.Nicholson as being 'too eager to 
justify Geoffrey' by inventing a 
'British word "bad", a bath in the 
sense of a watering-place' in order to 
equate Bath and Badon. 

Chambers may be correct or not . 
Arguments from etymology can rarely 
stand on their own merits, but it 
is worth noting that Gildas was a 
Welsh monk who wrote in Latin a 
narrative copied by successive 
scribes, not all of whom may have 
been Welsh. To none of them, or 
even to Gildas, was Latin the 
nptive tongue. Even if there were 
no transcription errors, and no 
glosses, we cannot be sure that 
Gildas' Mons Badonicus mean s Mount 
Badon. At best, it is a Latini s­
ation of a Romano-British place­
name based on an earlier one, 
passed on by many copyists. We may 
be quite wrong in looking for the 
battle-site at a place named some­
thing like Badon. 

I cannot find a Celtic place-name 
element "Ba-" or "Bad-". The near­
est is the Welsh "Bre-", a hill, 
possibly (5) from the earlier 
Celtic "Brig-". The element "-don" 
may be the Celto-Saxon "-dun" , a 
hill-fort, and such place-names as 
Bredon or Braden may come from 
Brigo-dunum, also meaning hill-fort. 
So Badon is neither Ancient British 
not Roman British, and shows signs 
of being Anglo-Saxon. We can now 
dispose of the theory that Badon 
was fought at the Dorset hill-fort 
of Sadbury Rings (4,5) which was in 
the following dubious terms: 
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1. In 519, the Saxons won a battle 
at Charford, South of Salisbury 
(Anglo-Saxon Chronicle) 

2. They advanced into Dorset until 
checked (probably so). This was 
at Sadbury (unproven) which is 
near the modern county boundary . 
The boundary marks the check­
point (unproven). 

3. Badbury is Badon because the 
names sound alike and both are 
hills (illogical). 

Put that way the evidence for Sadbury 
Rings is very weak, and there seems no 
reason to consider the site to be that 
of a British victory. Indeed, the ASC 
for 901 calls Sadbury 'Baddan-byrig', 
said to be the fort of Badda (8). Yet, 
having said that, what of Chambers' 
remark: 'Why did so many Badda 's give 
their names to high fortified British 
places? Is it possible that "Bad" 
represents some Celtic name adopted by 
the Saxons and perverted into something 
more consonant with their own linguistic 
habits?' He cites the place-names of 
such ancient hill-forts as Baydon, 
Beedon, Bowden, and Bown Hill. 

And consider Caer Bladon , the former 
name of the hi 11 on wh i eh the town of 
Malmesbury stands, 'on the very toppe 
of a great slaty rock . .. wonderfully 
defended by nature' (Leland). Malmes­
bury is in NW Wiltshire, near the 
Cotswolds, and was in the forest of 
"Braden", cleared in the reign of 
Charles II. The local guide-book says 
that "caer" means a fortified camp. so 
that the original name was possibly 
something like Caer Brigodunum, the 
hill-fort. Once again, we see a confu­
sion between the place-name elements 
11Bla- 11 and 11Bra- 11 or "Bre-". 

Which brings us back to Bath, and 
Geoffrey of Monmouth, who said that 
the town of Kaerbadum , now called Bath, 
was built by King Bladdud, who con­
structed the hot baths. The Romans 
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'Badon.: Battle and slaughter 

I.W.J.Snook. 

The battle of Badon has a lways seemed to have a spec ial significance in the 

history of Arthur's Brit"ain. It is usually referred to as-,the last of his 

twelve great battles. Be fore commencing battle both he and Archbishop Dubricius 

made exhortations to the troops, afte r which Arthur assumed a ll the panoply of 

hi s greatness: the dragon helmet; Pridwen, the shield with the picture of the 

Blessed Mary; Caliburn, his sword; and Ron, his lance. Obviously this was to be 

a hard banle and morale had to be heightened. Arthur must have hurried down 

from his battles in the North at top speed , and probably with only the elite of 

his own troops , to be supported by less seasoned troops from the surrounding 

areas. This is probably the basis of the story that Arthur alone killed four 

hundred and seventy men. What it probably means _ is that Arthur and the elite 

group actually broke through the Saxon's defences, which allowed the supporting 

troops to get 10 grips with the enemy. Some of the fury of this battle could 

also be because it was a threat to Arthur's own capital and homeland , which 

I believe there is good reason to locate: in the Wiltshire area. 

How had the Saxon •s found their way to Bath at all? All Arthur's other battles 

were far away in the East or North of Britain. Geoffrey of Monmouth relates that 

in the North Arthur had defeated a large force of Saxons, but these were then 

reinforced by another large force who arrived on 600 ships. With the help of 

Howell from Brittany Arthur defeated the combined power of the Saxons. He then 

took all their treasure, and took hostages, and allowed the survivors to board 

their ships on the understanding that they would return to Germany. 

But soon he received information tha·, instead of honouring their agreement they 

had landed in Southern Britain and were beseiging Bath. So he ordered the 

execution of the hostages and proceeded at top speed towards Bath, arranging 

for Cador 10 follow as soon as possible. That Bath was the actual scene of the 

battle seems to be correct. Gildas says that it took place at 'Bath Hill'. 

Geoffrey of Monmouth says that the Saxons landed at .Totnes 'and made an utter 

devastation of the country as far as the Severn Sea. From thence the)' pursued 

their march to the town of Bath and laid seige to it'. And of Arthur he says 

'at length, having entered the province of Somerset and beheld how the se ige 

was ca rri ed on ... '. Obviously as Arthur came down frorr, ·the North he would only 

have to 'enter' Somerset to be in the region of Bath. 

JO 

1 

l 
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At this point I begin to wonder what led the Saxons, under Che ldric, to risk a 

landing on a part of Britain where none of their countrymen had landed 

previously and about which therefore they could have no information. Or did they 

ha ve some information, perhaps from prisoners, or even traitors, who may have 

told them about the shape of Britain, and possibly pointed out that with a ll th·e 

best troops engaged in the North, the Southern parts would be on ly lightly 

defended? If they landed at Tomes, how did.' . they find their way a ll up to Bath, 

and why did they avoid or ignore all the towns along the way? I think that 

Tomes was on ly given as their landing point because it is the traditional place 

for it, and that it is more probable that they landed somewhere on the sho~es of 

the Severn Estuary, whence they 'made an utter devastation as . far as Bath'. The 

fact that when Cador arrived after the Saxons had been defeated the first thing 

he did was to send troops to capture the ships ·suggests that they were not very 

far away. I also think that Arthur's capital and home base was in Wiltshire, and 

I wonder whether, fo llowing the information the Saxons had gained, they actually 

intended to ·strike for Arthur's capital. 

Now what about the 'slaughter' aspect? Gildas says 'until the year of the siege 

of Ba°ih-Hill, when took place also the last almost, though not the least slaugh­

ter of our cruel foes ... ' . In other words, there had been a number of slaughters 

of the foe, and Bath-Hill was nearly the last, but not the least of them. 

When we turn back to Geoffrey of Monmouth there is little doubt about the 

slaughter. When Cador arrived with reinforcements Arthur and his men had already 

won the battle, but were apparently too exhausted to pursue the fleeing enemy, 

and this t'lsk was given to Cador. Without ado Cador immediately sent some of his 

best troops to capture the enemy's ships, so that they would not be able to 

escape. In other words the plan was to stop their way of escape and exterminate 

them . . And this Cador proceeded to do. Pursuing them he gave no quarter, hunted 

down any who tried to hide in caves or woods, driving them before him until the 

remnant reached Thanet. There he continued the slaughter until Cheldric's death, 

when he finally allowed the few who were left to give hostages and surrender. 

I think there is a very important aspect of this slaughtering of the Saxons. 

Even those historians who do not believe in Arthur as a real person have to 

admit that from about AD 500 for 40 years or so the Saxons seemed to make a 

negligible impact on Britain. Something or someone must have held them in check . 

Does it not seem reasonab:e that when large invading armies. were annihilated. 

or reduced to a few terrified fugitives, that the Saxons would either stay at 

home, or find somewhere other than Britain to .invade 
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The Horse at Badon Roger Webster 

The proposition that Arthur used cavalry to defeat the Saxons 
is not new but the way in which he might have used horses . has never 
been fully explored. To do so, we must start way back in history. 

The first recorded cavalry appeared in the Middle East around 
900 B . C . among the Assyrians , Scythians , Medians and Par_thians. 

They used no saddles and were armed with bows and arrows which 
they used with great dexterity, much in the way of the American 
Indians of more recept times. Their usual tactic · was to gallop 
up to within· oowshot of the enemy, release a salvo and gallop aw-
ay again before the much slower inf ant·ry could get to within spe . \· 
arshot of them . This tactic would be used again an~ again to de­
vastating effect. The most famous of these cavalry were the Par-
thians who, as ·they galloped away, would release one more shot 
behind them- the famous"parthian shot••- whic.h is still common 
parlance today. 

The horses they used were the native Arab horses which have 
survived virtually unchanged to this day- they stood around 14 
hands(HH) tall. A hand (breadth) is standardised at four inches 
and is measured from the withers (a protuberant ridge of vert­
ebrae at the base of the neck) to the ground. As a rough guide 
for afficianados of the "Horse of the year Show" the ponies you 
see belting around in the Pony Club mounted games are, on aver­
age, 12-14HH, the show jumpers 16-17HH, and the great Shire Hor­
ses stand 18HH or over. There are three subdivisions of height 
which are measured in inches and shown as--e.g. 14.lHH; 14 . 2HH; 
14.3HH; 15.0 HH. 

Chariots were another very effective way of linking the horse 
to the fighting man. In 1700 B.C. the charioteers of the myst­
erious nomadic Semites, known as the"shepherd kings" or "Hyksos" 
overran Egypt leaving the foot soldiers of the Pharoah defeated 
and demoralised. By 600 B.C., however, the Egyptians themselves 
fielded an enormous cavalry arm composed of bowmen, javelin th­
rowers, and spearm~n. The horses they used were again the typ-· 
ical 14.0 HH Arabs of the region. 

Around 300 B.C . the Chinese, beleaguered by Barbarian cavalry 
rapidly trained and put in the field their own cavalry mounted 
on the tiny (12-13HH) Mongolian pony, which quickly pushed back 
the invaders and saved their frontiers. 

In 55 B.C. Julius Caesar's first attempt at the invasion of 
Britain foundered on the chariots and cavalry of the British .de­
fenders. Caesar , having failed to rendez-vous with his own cav-
alry was forced to withdraw his hard-pressed infantry. he .later · I 
said. in praise of the British charioteers, that they combined· • 
the best points of infantry and cavalry. The British tactics seem 
to have been those universal among early cavalry - the sudden att-
ack followed by _a rapid withdrawal. 

Thus it may be seen that the chief tactical advantage of early 
cavalry was mobility. Horses allowed a large body of men to stay . [• 
in the field,largely unharmed , when engaged against infantry. 

They demonstrated.the first principl~ of ta~tical_advantage~ the · 
ability to inflict losses on the enemy without incur:ing ~eavy losses 
oneself. They could also lose every battle and still ~in the wa: · 
Cavaltytighting infantry could aftord to lose ground again and again 
using their greater mobility to remove themselves to safety after each_ 
encounter, sharpen their weapons, change horses, eat a decent_meal and 
keep on returning to the fray until the enemy was forced to give up and 
go home. ,l'.2, 

This was a favourite tactic of the Parthian light cava~ry after 
200 A.O. who would continually harass the enemy until they were weak 
enough to be finished off with a rapid series of relayed attacks. 

The Celts were renowned horse 
men. They have been closely ass­
ociated with horses throughout 
their history . The Goddess 
Epona (usually depic ted as a wo­
man feeding mares with apples or 
seated si'deways on a !llare, often 
with a foal running alongside ) 
was one of the chief deities of 
their pantheon and with the imp ­
ortance of Celtic cavalry in the 
Roman army, became well known 
throughout the Roman Empire. 

The Roman legions themselves 
contained only small units of 
"Leg ionary Cavalr y " who Were 
used more f o r rapid communicat­
ions than for righting. The 
fighting cav alr y of the Roman 
military machine was composed 
entirely of auxilliary units of 
mounted men, many of them main­
land European and British Celts. 
Indeed , even the lang uage of 

_ these troop s was di f ferent. 
Arrian, in his treatise on generalship, notes that, while ~11 commands to 
intantry units- regardless of origin - wera given in Latin , commands to 
cavalry units throughout the empire were given in Gallic or Ibero-Celtic 
largely because the technical terms for ordering cavalry manoevres did not 
exist in Latin. 

The Romans, of course, invaded Britain again. This time they were 
supported by 2000 Gaulish cavalry, mounted on bigger, more durable horses 
which quickly outclassed the local defenders . The Romans brought order 
to Britain in the shape of the "Pax Romana" but the Britons - apart from 
notable detractors like Bouddica or Caradog, prospered under their rule. 
They undoubtably brought discipline to the wild British horse warriors 
and t~ught them to act in concert with infantry and how to make the best 
use of their speed and nobility. 

After 200 A.O. the Marian military system which had served Rome so 
well tor so long, began to show its weaknesses. The borders of empire 
were now very long and th e Roman presenc e needed to be everywhere at ona! 
The military made two important responses to the new conditions. One was 
a fundamental shift in emphasis from infantry to cavalry, the legions 
dwindling in size in relation to their cavalry arms and the other was the 
.foundation of the "Limitanei," a part time militia formed with land 
grants along the borders ( Roman legionary soldiers were only rewarded with 
land on their retirement from the army) The cavalry could now move un­
hindered by the legions to support the frontier-guarding Limitanei with 
the legions fulfilling more of a role of a strategic reserve to be empl­
oyed against really serious border incursions. 

This strategy worked well within limitations, chief of which was the 
fact that the part-time Limitanei together with the Foederati (allie d 
troops, often German in origin) could only be 1°~sely ~ontrolled by Rome. 
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Nevertheless, Roman power in this 
country was not worn away by pressure on the borders, rat~er it 
was hollowed out from with in by demand~ made upon the legions by 
European and e ven interna l Roman conf licts . Indeed wh~~ the_ 
last o f the Romans finally departed around 400 ~-D. the ~mp:rial 
borders we re most l y intact, manned by Limitanei and a u~illiary 
cavalry. The furthest £lung 0£ them probably only_b:came awa:e 
o"· their masters' withdrawal by virtue 0£ a s l ow disintergration 
of the communi cations a nd supply network. 

This happened to the garrison on Hadrian's line. :he head- . 
quarters at York and the sixth leg ion , which was their strategic 
res erve, had m~lted away behind them . Due to the compl:x syst:m 
of c r oss-posting £or promotion employed by the Romans , it was im­
possible £or the m to work out who should assume comm~nd, therefore 
they placed themseives at the d isposal 0£ Cunedda , king of the 
Votadini. This is not as surprising as it may seem because the 
Votadini had-been pro-Roman £or generations ~nd i n_ any cas: al­
ready made up a large proportion of the garrison u1 question. 

In the years fol l owing the emperor Honorius' refusal to help 
the beleaguered Romano-British in410 A.O.- wh i ch put the last 
nail into the coffin 0£ Roman withdrawal- t he Saxons imported by 
t he Romans as Foederati began to flex their mus c les as did the 
trea cherous Hengist and Horsa, imported by Vortigern to help him 
fight 0££ the Picts. The long drawn out conflict 0£ the dark 
Ages was cm . 

The Saxon encroachment 0£ Britain should not be regarded as a •• 
concerted invasion but more as a process 0£ setlement punctuated 
by aggressive pushes to obtain more lan~ . It was proba~ly the 
essentially local nature 0£ these conflicts, together with the 
fragmentary state 0£ post-Roman Britain, which made an orchest­
rated approach to th e defence 0£ the realm so difficult to ach­
ieve . What little we know 0£ the protagonists of this ea:ly pe­
riod is largely supplied by the lamentably sparse and high~y 
coloured contemporary or nearly contemporary accounts. ~or ins­
tance, The Anglo- Saxon Chronicle under 44a s~ys:-"Th: King (Vor­
tigern) ordered them (Hengist• and Horsa) to fight against the 
Picts and so they did and had victory wherever they came. They 
then sent to Angel and ordered them to send more troops and to 
tell them 0£ the worthlessness of the Britains and the excell­
ence of the land." 

Gildas writing in "The Ruin 0£ Britain" (as he says) 44 years 
after Badon has this to say 0£ his countrymen- "The wickedness 
0£ Britain was without end. The enemies left us but we would 
not leav e our vices. For it has ever been the custom of this 
nation (as it is now at this day)to be feeble in repelling an 
enemy but valiant irycivil wars , ~nd in 7arryi~g o~ a c ourse 0£ 
sin .. . .. £or then it ·grew to so high a pitch it might be truly 
said at the time 'Here is such fornication as was never among 
the Gentiles! Nor was this the only prevailing sin of that age 
but all other vices that c an be imagined incident to human nat­
ure especially .(which also now this day overthrow all goodnes.s 
among us) a spight to truth and the teachers of it, a fondness 
£or lyes and those that forge them , imbracing evil £or good and 
a veneration £or lewdness instead 0£ virtue, a desire £or dark­
ness instead 0£ light and entertaining Satan before an angel 0£ • 
light". 
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Gildas' dislike 0£ his own kind was only exceeded by his loa­
thinc;t,£ the Saxons, as in:- "Th,. brood of c ubs (Hengist and 
Horsa)burst from their lair 0£ the barbarian lioness in three 
keels as they call warships in their tongue . . ... . at the o rders 
of the accursed t y rant (Vortigern) they fixed their £earful c l aws 
upon the eastern part 0£ the island . as though t o defend it .. . 
Their dam l earnir.g the success of the f irst contingent sent over 
a large r draft of the sattelite dogs ... . Thus were the barbarians 
introduc e d •••• in the guise 0£ soldiers taking great risks for 
t~eir generous'hosts' as the liars asserted . They demanded supp­
lies which were granted, and for a long time shut the dogs• mouth '.' 

Gilbert Sheldonwrote in "The Transition from Roman Britain t o 
Christian England", concerning the historica l va lue of Gildas' 
narrative : - "It is as if some future historian had t o gather what 
information he could about the progress 0£ the Great War from a 
volume 0£ sermons preached in St. Pauls between 1 • 14 and 1 918 ." 

Gildas, then, is not the most fruitful 0£ sources. He does, 
however admit that the battle 0£ Badon dec isively halted the 
Saxon i~cursions and he draws our attention to Ambrosius Aurel­
ianus. 

It is tempting to visualise Ambrosius as the Field Marshall 
and Arthur - not mentioned at all by Gildas (but then hardly any ­
one is)- as his brilliant cavalry commander. But it is more lik­
ely that he was th e wily £ox and Arthur the c ub (though not ne c ­
essarily related) who succeeded him. It is my guess that it was 
Ambrosius who c reated loca l militia in imitation of the Roman 
s ys tem of limitanei and ensured that they were sufficiently well­
trained t o offer effective resisance to the Saxon war bands until 
such time as he, t ogether with a hard core of professional s o ld­
iers arrived to d irect operat i ons. Gildas calls him " perhaps 
the las,t of the Romans t o survive whse parents had worn the pur ­
ple •.• ..• " It is only natural, therefore, that any resistance 
he organised would be along late Roman lines . 

Ambrosius then , held the Saxon advance. It is unlike l y tha t 
he was able to generate enough enthusiasm to mount a fu ll-scal e 
offensive. Post-Roman Britain had declined to become a patch­
work 0£ squabb ling kingdoms who would p robably l ook u pon the Sax­
on overthrow of a distant kingdom in much th e s ame way as Britain 
l ooked u pon Germany's annexation of Czechoslovakia in 1 C39 .. un­
£org i va ble, but really none 0£ our affair. The establishment of 
an efficient l oca l militia was likely the best Ambrosius could 
hope £or. 

What was needed to break the deadlock and conv ince the Saxons 
that aggression towards the British Kingdoms was too cos tly to 
be undertaken was a fundamental strategic and tactica l advantage 
which could be us e d in conjunction with the exis ting loca l militia. 
That is to say, something that did not invol ve the formation o£a 
large professional, national army which, like as not , noone was 
prepared to p a y £or. It is my belief that Arthur provided the 
answer with a body c£ well drilled cavalry, probab l y deve loped 
under Ambrosius• influence but only coming to the fore after his 
departure from th e scene. Such a body 0£ cava l ry wo uld be cheap 
e nough t o satisfy the local paymas t ers yet highly sucessful aga-­
inst an e nemy which fielded n o mounted soldiers a t all. 
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The idea of Arthurian cavalry is by no means a new one, it has 
been laid before us frequently by all manner -of. commentators ·upon 
the Dark Ages, but always carelessly, as an interesting possibil­
ity, even probability. It is, however, more worthy of more ser­
ious consideration as it raises as least as many questions as it 
seems to satisfy. For instance ..... were the right sort of horses 
available at the turn of the fifth and sixth centuries in Britain, 
What sort of weapons and tactics did they use? And , of course,the 
vexed and tedious question of stirrups, the least important of 
them and yet the only one which seems to excite the historians. 

To deal with the last , first., the answer is almost certainly­
no, they did not use stirrups. The first stirrups discovered in 
this country came in with the Vikings. The Roman cavalry did not 
use them and there is much more to their adoption than is immedi­
ately apparent. A detailed discussion on this would be long and 
boring ... suffice it to say that the adaption of th e Roman patt­
e r n cavalr y saddleto take stirrups was not possible to a chieve 
without a fundamental change in design and thereis no e v idence 
to support such a change having taken place. Anyway, they didn't 
need stirrups! As any good horseman will tell you, stirrups are 
for putting your feet in, they serve no purpose other than con­
venience. The only way in which they can be said to have contr­
ibuted anything at all to c avalry technique was the way they.made 
the armour piercing heavy lance a practical weapon in the middle 
ages. There is no reason to suppose (Hollywood epics aside) 
that Arthur had recourse to the armour piercing lance. 

A very wise old man of my aquaintance was a trooper in some of 
the last actions undertaken by the British Cavalry. He was able 
to ride his horse over jumps bareback, b+indfolded and without 
the benefit of reins before he was allowed to use stirrups. They 
are an aid, not a necessity, and were clearly regarded as such 
even by modern European cavalry . There is nothing that can be 
done on a horse with stirrups which cannot be done without them! 

A much more intriguing problem is that of the horses they us­
ed . Virgil's description of the ideal cavalry mount for the 
stirru~ess rider in30B.C. cannot be bettered:- 11His neck is 
carried erect; his head is small; his belly short; his back broad 
brawny muscles swell upon his noble chest .... and his mane is 
thick and reposes tossed back on his right shoulder. A double 
spine runs along to his loins 

Of course no horse has two spines but the compact, powerful 
sort of horse in good condition described above, has two ridges 
of muscle that swell each side of the backbone which give the 
impression of a double spine. Virgil has described the perfect 
horse for cavalry action- he has a broad back for a secure seat, 
he is wide in the chest and quarters for rapid yet stable turning I 
and wheeling and he carries his head in such a way as to respond 
instantly to the rider's hands. He is probably describing the I 
Spanish bred horse most popular with Roman cavalry which would 
not have been unlike the fine Andalusian horse still used by the 
Spanish Riding School of Vienna and beloved of circuses the wor-
ld over. The native British horses which best fit this descrip-
tion are the Welsh cob and Highland breeds of between 13HH and 
l SHH. It is tempting and by no means impractical to to trace a 
descent for the powerful Welsh cobs of today from the fabled ho-
rses of the Gododdin- and thereby hangs a tale .! 

We have already seen that the withdrawal of the Roman sixth legion 
from Britain left the garrison of Hadrian's line leaderless and that 
they placed themselves under the command of Cunedda. The King of the 
Votadini considered his position, shorn of support from the south and 
with no warships to defend his seaward flank, to be untenable. He knew 
there was supposed to be another Roman force under the direction of the 
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comes Brittanarum going to the aid of the Ordovi c es in North Wales who 
were hard pressed by Irish coastal raiders. He resolved. therefore . 
to evacuate his whole territory- which stretched from the Tyne to the 
Forth - and join forces with whatever might be left of the Romano-Brit-
ish ish military machine . Accordingly he loaded everything portable 
into wagons, burnt everything else, and set out with everyone who 
could walk, stagger 0r ride for North Wa les. 

They came to the province of Venedotia - called Gwynedd by the 
Welsh - and, with or without the help of the Comes Brittanum (we do 
not know) they drove off the Irish pirates, settled among the remnants 
of the Ordovici and became the Gododdin of Welsh legends. Taliesin 
sings of Cu,;edda, "Lord of the Cymru " -

Cunedda ventured into dire conflict 
Int o the scathe of a hundred con±licts before his shriv-

ing. 
He was prominent in the tumult with nine hundred horse. 
Among us he would freely distribute milch cows in Summer. 
He would freely distribute war horses in winter . ... 

From Taliesin's description we may conjecture that among the 
forces placed at his disposal was a wing (ala) of auxilliary cavalry, 
900 being the likely fighting strength out of the establishment of 1024 
From the excavations at Newstead near Melrose we know that Roman cav­
alry in the north included 14.0 HH horses indistinguishable from the 
modern Arab horse and much coarser, large-boned horses of around 15 HI-I 
known as Siwalik (after a range of hills in India where their remains 
are found in great profusion.) 

With careful cross-breeding the Gododdin (renowned in legend as 
horsemen) could easily have produced a very serviceable ca~alry hor~e. 
f ·or our terrain. Not as beautiful perhaps as that described by V1.rg1.l 
but tast, sure footed and strong enough to fulfill the purpose. The 
photograph shows the sort of horse very likely to have been pr?duced . 
He is 14 .2 HH tall and shows the sort of coarse features exhibited by 
the Siwalik refined just enough by lighter breeds to improve his speed 
and manoeverability without sacrificing stamina or strength. He is 
Welsh . of course, and I know him well. I rode him regularly for two 
years at a riding centre in the Black Mountains. He is quicker on · 
his feet than a casual observer could ever imagine, he is fast and, more 
than once carried a hard-riding 15 stone man (not me, I hasten to add) 
six days ~ut of seven and never looked tired If this sort of cross-
bred horse was available to Arthur's cavalry (and after 100 years there 
would be far more than enough of the right sort around) then there is 
no doubt they would have suited his purpose perfectly. 
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So much for the horses, now we must turn to ·the difficult question · 
of weapons and tactics . Next to nothing is known about the Dark Age 
Celts methods of warfare other than the fact that they refortified many 
iron age hillforts which Ambrosius probably transformed from a dispar­
ate and parochial scatter of r efuges into a linked system of border 
garrisons along lat e Roman lines. However, we do know a little more 
about the Saxons a nd it might be possible to deduce from their strengths' 
and weaknesses the probable tactics used against them. 

The ·sax on military arm was the war band - a sort of l eisur ed class 
supported by the community in r e turn for its defence. If a chief d ied 
in battle his warr i ors· were supposed to die avenging him. When new 
territory was to be annexed the land-hungry ch ief would invite oth ers 
and their war bands to take part in the conquest. In this case, the 
war bands· would be supported by militia made up of Freemen under the 
chief _' s protection. Saxon soldiers, both warriors and Freemen , were 

axe head 
(average) bos ~ spear head 

Saxon shield, usually made 
of linden wood, painted 
red or raced with oxhide 

i nfantry Although the better off among them might ride to the 
battle they invariably fought on root. Their main weapons were ·the 
spear and the shield . . 

The Saxon shield was circular made of wood surrounding a central 
heavy metal boss whose reverse side incorporated a_s!rong ~andle : 
Thus in close fighting , the shield could be used li~e a mailed fist 
in conjunction with the thrusting spear in a formation called the 
"shield wall". The shields of a shield wall thus became more of a 
continuous battering ram than a defensive formation . The spear was 
used as the corn 1.ementary weapon obviously because it could be used 
between the shi~lds without disturbing the formation unlike the axe 
or club (swords were very rare among the ea:ly _Sa x ons.) Nee~less 
to say against the more lightly armed Celtic infantry , the shield 
wall was devastatingly effective. . 

Armour was worn only by the nobles and probably of little ~o:e_ 
than thick leather (mail shirts are known, but rare . ) . Th: militia, 
coming in behind the shield wall ,were unarmoure~ an~ only 17ghtly -arm­
ed and therein lies the weakness in the Saxon fighting machine -the 
rear of their advancing formati on was highly vulnerable to attack by 
a mobile force such as cavalry. . . . . 

As to Arthurs choice of weapons and tactics- i~ is difficult to 
conc,;ive of anything more effective against Saxon inf~ntry ~han the 
we ll - trie d horse archers of antiquity. He could wait u~ti~ the Sax-
ons engaged the Celtic militia the gallop from cover to within ~ow-
shot of the enemy and attack his unprotected rea·r. . It would immed­
iate l y become necessary to di sengage a large propor~ion of th: armoured 
nobles to protect th e una rmour ed ceor ls- thus weakening the shield wall. 
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As the warriors approached within range of their throwing spears 
(the archers would need to be quite close as the ~ort of bow used from 
horseback would not be effective over any great distance) The cav-
alery would withdraw only to return as soon as the shield wall had re-
formed. The Saxons thus divided were under constant pressure from 
the opposing inrantry and severely raided in the rear. The confus-
ion and terror spread among the ceorl s by these tactics c_annot have 
done much for morale and the efficient Saxon fight inQ machine is thus 
brought into disarray. The coup de grace would most likely have been 
delivered by galloping cavalry hurling javelins -of the Roman pattern 
(Saxon nobles' leather armour might stop the lighter arrows but not a 
throwing spear hurled from a gallopi,9 horse which would have an 'impact 
velocity of around 100 mile_s an hour. 

I have not credited Arthur with using the very effective javelin 
(popular- with Roman cavalry) in the opening stages of the engagement 
for two reasons:- 1) they would need to get closer to t h e enemy to be 
effective and 2) they would provide useful missiles for the enemy to 
hurl back (the disadvantage of cavalry is that horse and rider make a 
very large target) . Neither have I yielded to the tempation to send _ · 
him ploughing through t he Saxon lines in the van of the sort of romantic 
charge beloved of the light brigade, partly because this way of· using .. 
cavalry was only in its infancy at that time (the late Roman Cataphracti 
are ptobably the best contemporary example and they were probably never 
used in Britain) and partly because I envisage Arthur's cavalry _as a 
fairly small professional unit (maybe 1000 or so) unable to deliver the 
death blow in one fell swoop and µ~able to stand the decimation of 
trained horses that such a tactic would involve. 

Thus I see Arthur's cavalry as the Celtic response to a series of 
fragmentary localised conflicts were the combatants were numbered in 
thousands rather than tens of thousands. Where the ability to get 
from one place to another quickly and mount a disciplined and fast­
moving attack was more important than sheer weight of arms. • Arthur 
had to have something to which the Saxons could not easily addapt, and 
which they could not themselves adopt. The Saxons were root soldiers 
and remained so unti l the Norman invasion,- where they were defeared 
largely by the Norman heavy cavalry- so they did not adopt cavalry 
Arthur defeated them at last so soundly that they were quiet for 
about forty years, so t hey were obviously unable to adapt to the threat 
he _posed. 

"The twelfth was on Mount Badon in which, on that day three fell in 
one onslaught of Arthur's 960 men and none slew them but he alone and in 
all his battles he remained victor." 

This is how Nennius describes Badon in the Historia Brittonum. 
This was the great conrli-ct after which the Saxons decided to hang on to 
what they had and leave the Celts alone. Was it a major battle? Did 
the Saxons get together in a big way to really try the Celts newfound 
resilience? Among a horse-proud people like the Ce lts it is more lik-
ely that Artur•s cavalry were the best , rather than the only cavalry. 
Did he assemble a really large body of horse and infantry and succeed 
in directing and disciplining them to achieve the g'reat victory? 

We shall never know for sure but a ll the British sources (even 
Gildas) ag ree that Badon was the big one and so it seems likely . No­
one knows where Badon was a nd it is one of the most tantalising of all 
Dark Age mysteries . It is claimed var iously for Badbury Rings, for 
somewhere around Bath , and for Liddington Castle. Just to clarify 
things even less , I am going ·to add another - Bowden Hill_, in Wiltshire. 
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Th e t op of Bowden Hi)] 
(with local inhabitant! ) 

Bowden Hill lies to the north of the Wansdyke on the Roman road 
from London to Bath so it is in the right area. Unlike all the oth--
ers it boasts no sort of fortifications and was never used by anyone 
ever berore. It is interesting to note that , as it lies on the edge 
of the Marlborough Downs, it would only appear to be a hill to the 
Celts approaching rrom Bath. To the Saxons heading westward it is a 
plain. If the Celts decided on Bowden as a battleground then they 
had thrown away the whole defensive attitude which marked th e early 
Post-Roman period and presented the Saxons with just exactly what they 
wanted to see - rows of "worthless" Celtic infantry drawn up in open 
battle formation with no hillfort. in sight to cover their retreat. 

However, in their enthusiasm, (upon which a wily leader may have 
counted) to decimate the Celts , the Saxons may have overlooked the 
greatest attribute of Bowden. It is perfect cavalry terrain. The 
top of the hill is level galloping country amply served by woods to 
provide cover. The Celtic horsemen could wheel and turn and gallop 
their mounts however they liked to harry the enemy, without regard to 
the terrain. Bogs , rivers, steep hills (up or down) are great handi-
caps to moving men on horseback in a hurry and must always be borne in 
mind by the commander. Bowden has no such disadvantage - and isn't it 
just possible that Arthur's success at Badon was partly due to the 
bold master stroke of meeting and crushing his enemy on the sort of 
ground normally best suited to them? 

Th e Roman road wh e re it joins th e Wansdyke 
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AMAZING REVELATION! Recently discovered page from Arthurian manual of battle 

tactics - by Arthur, the real one wao lived in the Dark Ages. ABSOLUTELT BOT 
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