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It’s been great to see WMA get off to a flying start with
Glastonbury, the Salisbury shows and for some of us Templecombe
as well.
But of course the icing on the cake so far this season was the
fantastic show at Arundel over the last Bank holiday weekend with
our good friends Raven Tor and the Gunners of Saint Barbara.
Everyone who attended should be very proud of how we performed
and presented the group… It did not go unnoticed by the Castle and
the Show organiser and will hold us in good stead for future events.
The weekend started with all hands to the deck to get the tents up
for our encampment, which this time was split both sides of the
path so the public could walk between the two halves. We were a bit
uncertain if this was going to work but as it turned out it worked
very well allowing us to set up a separate training area on one side.
Friday evening was finished off with a pizza feast which Colin,
Charlotte and Ella went down into the town to get.
The three days of Battles were superb with our forces being split
between the two sides, England and France, and myself opting to
become French for the weekend!
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Its been a long time since I had last done “Battle of Champions” at a
show but I managed to do it three times that weekend! A special
Thanks to Craig and Jaymz for not knocking the “Old Boy” about
too much.
Paul from Raven Tor is an old hand at running this event and it was
smooth and slick and ran to form. He is certainly one of the nicest
people you could meet and he made sure everything was good for us
over the weekend.
Everyone was very pleased with how the event went and the
audiences were very appreciative and enthusiastic and all seemed to
enjoy the spectacle.
On the field we were kept supplied with water and Jelly Babies by
Julia and our new member Matt. Great job you guys: as I have said
before we couldn’t do what we do out there without your help.
many, many thanks from all of us on the Battlefield.
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Tewkesbury
Tewkesbury Medieval Festival
approaches and the group is
booked in to both plastic and
living history. I’ll be getting there
soon after lunch on the Friday. If
there are any issues then phone
me direct on 07887 784089.
-Colin
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The encampment looked superb with Ally, Sonic and the ladies
putting on a first class display and supplying us with superb
medieval fare on Saturday and Sunday evening.
And of course not forgetting the Ice Creams, Colin ;-)
I must say I was most impressed with our interaction with the
Public. Everyone did themselves and WMA proud. This is what we
set out to do when the Group was founded. To do the hobby justice,
to look and feel professional and above all to be with likeminded
friends having fun doing what we love to do.

Read more about the Festival:

There’s nothing like it.

http://tewkesburymedievalfestival.org

What’s next, well next weekend Some of us will be doing the Barons
Gathering at Staines Lammas near to where I live as part of the
Magna Carta celebrations. It should be a good one.

Letters to the editor

And then Tewkesbury. I hope to see a lot of you there.

In this modern age of techno
wizardry the joy of writing a letter
has oft been forgotten. Well, now
is your chance. I would like to
start publishing reader’s letters.
Send them by eMail to
colin@wessexmedieval.org.uk for
publication in the next issue.

Kind Greetings to you all.
Stephen Aldridge
Chairman Wessex Medieval Alliance.

Medievally Opinionated
Pure opinion, feel free to disagree
Colin Deady

Membership fees
The fees for 2015 are set at £25
for an individual, £40 for a family.
We have a limited number of Life
Memberships available at ten
times the standard rate, i.e.: £250
for an individual and £400 for a
family. Please contact
colin@wessexmedieval.org.uk for
more information.

Contributions
If you would like to write an
article please contact the editor:
colin@wessexmedieval.org.uk

A series of opinionated articles (you may disagree). The editor wants your
opinions too. If you agree or disagree write to colin@wessexmedieval.org.uk
and your response will be published in a future issue.
OPINION: "Lower visors" is a command you will oft here me call
as we are about to receive a charge from the enemy. Some reenactors choose to fight with their visors fully lowered, some have
them at halfway and others fully open. I am a firm advocate of
fighting with visors fully lowered because I believe it can be (but is
not always) safer, looks great and gives one an unparalleled buzz
when fighting at close quarter.
Why do I hold this view? From a safety perspective while we
advocate no head shots we are all aware that mistakes (I am loathe
to always refer to them as accidents) do happen. Seeing the
scratches on my visor illustrates to me that I have been fortunate to
have it lowered on more than one occasion. I have also been
unfortunate when, years ago, a missing pin meant my visor was
knocked open and a front tooth partly shattered by a blade. The
clear protective value of covering one's face with steel cannot be
overlooked.
But, I will play devil's advocate here and say that without training,
practice and confidence fighting with your visor fully lowered can be
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potentially more dangerous for those around you.
This is partly because hearing important commands
is more diﬃcult and knowing what the tip of your
weapon is pointing at can, if not careful, be more
guesswork than certainty. Eﬀectively, by gaining
significant personal protection you are reducing
visibility by around 75% and hearing by (I estimate)
25%. So, surely I have countered my own argument?
The answer lies in training and familiarisation with
this particular mode of fighting. Approximately 90%
of the time in combat my visor is now fully lowered
(10% reserved for crowd pleasing show fights) and it
is only through constant practice in this that I have
gained the suﬃcient confidence and skill regarding
my safety towards others to fight in this manner.
Sounds like a lot of eﬀort? Well, it is definitely more,
but I genuinely enjoy being able to have an accurate
fight with such realistically limited visibility. There
are three ways I can still see my opponent:
1) The narrow eye slit. Careful observers will notice
on my helmet that when my head is level the eye slit
is tilted up slightly, protecting my eyes. To engage
while looking through the eye slit I need to tilt my
head down a few degrees. This then moves the eye
slit to the horizontal position.
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Flax to Linen by Hand
Cathy Roberts

Linen is made from the flax plant which has been
used by people since the Palaeolithic period, also
known as the Old Stone age. Ancient Egypt was one
of the first serious commercial producers of linen
with records of production, on horizontal looms,
dating back to at least 5000 BC. In the Egyptian
Hymn to Hapi;
'People are clothed with the flax of his fields'
Ref; M. Lichtheim, Ancient Egyptian Literature, Vol. 1, p.207.

The Egyptians were also great record keepers. An
Old Kingdom oﬃcial called Metjen had his Oﬃces
recorded;
........ becoming local governor of Xois, and inferior fieldjudge of Xois. He was appointed [...]-judge, he was made
overseer of all flax of the king, he was made ruler of the
Southern Perked and deputy, he was made local governor of
the people of Dep, palace ruler of Miper and Persepa, and
local governor of the Saite nome …..
Ref; J.H.Breasted Ancient Records of Egypt Part I § 172

2) The numerous small breathing holes. Up close
these are a little like standing next to chicken wire
and staring through: there is a lot of the picture
missing but suﬃcient remains to build a general
observation of my opponent.
3) The gap between neck and visor. This is only really
of use in close grappling, but I'll take any advantage
so it is worth a mention.
The main loss is sight of an opponent's blade when
raised high. Instead I look to their shoulders and
body to anticipate the direction of attack. This is one
reason why I approach combat with visor half-raised,
and lower shortly before we are within distance: I am
able to observe the weapon(s) of my opponent and
the manner in which they are held which are both
important to understand the likely strikes and parries
you will face.
I would love to see more re-enactors fight with visor
fully lowered, believing that with practice it
genuinely does oﬀer benefits that outweigh the
disadvantages. If you are interested in learning about
visored technique let me know and we can arrange
training sessions that focus on this.
© 2015 Wessex Medieval Alliance

Pliny the Elder talks about the importance of flax to
the Egyptians;
Flax is mostly sown in sandy soils, and after a single
ploughing only. There is no plant that grows more rapidly
than this; sown in spring, it is pulled up in summer, and is,
for this reason as well, productive of considerable injury to
the soil. There may be some, however, who would forgive
Egypt for growing it, as it is by its aid that she imports the
merchandise of Arabia and India.
........
The flax of Egypt, though the least strong of all as a tissue, is
that from which the greatest profits are derived. There are
four varieties of it, the Tanitic, the Pelusiac, the Butic, and
the Tentyritic--so called from the various districts in which
they are respectively grown.
Ref; Pliny the Elder. The Natural History, Book XIX – (eds. John
Bostock, H T Riley).

It is thought that linen was possibly first brought to
Britain by Phoenician traders about 900 BC
although there was a counter argument to suggest
the Romans introduced it. However the Romans
3
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were the first to establish linen factories in Gaul and
Britain to supply their colonial forces. Flax, it was
generally thought was grown commercially in Ireland
from 1000 BC and evidence for 'retting' flax can be
found in the Irish bogs from 2000 years ago. The
'Brehon Laws' or 'Early Irish Laws', which governed
everyday life in Ireland stipulated that it was
obligatory for Irish farmers to both study and
cultivate flax. It was not seriously used in Britain
until the Middle Ages when it's popularity boomed.
Flax, Linum usitatissimum, which translated from
the Latin as “the most useful kind of flax”, comes in
two types. The stockier, branched, seed variety for
the production of Linseed oil and the leggier fibre
variety. The fibre plant grows to a height of 2–4 feet
(61-122cm), is an annual with dark leaves and blue
flowers which last only a day. It prefers the cooler
damp climates, but can tolerate the warmer if the
seeds are planted in the winter months. It grows best
in deep loams and alluvial soils (hence doing so well
by the Nile) but will not grow on the same area for
5-7 years so crop rotation is required. I am unsure
whether this would have been the case in Egypt as
the Nile flooded annually so there was a continuous
changing of the soil.
In order to keep the fineness of the fibre the seeds
must be planted quite densely, normally 3000 plants
per square metre. It is planted early to avoid high
temperatures and is not rushed into growth thus
avoiding weak fibres. The plot must be weeded
diligently as the plants do not fair well with
competition. This was usually done in bare feet by
women and children to minimise the plant damage.
Flax is harvested when the lower 2/3 of the plants had
gone yellow and the seeds brown. It could be
harvested sooner to give an even finer thread, but
that would mean the farmer would have to buy in
seed for sowing next season. If the plant is left longer
the fibres will stiﬀen and become diﬃcult to work.
As a rule of thumb, to make a throw or a couple of
scarves you would have to plant 3 square metres of
ground which would be 9000 plants.
To prepare the fibres for working they must first be
harvested and dried. This is a labour intensive
business even now, as the plants have short root
systems and must be manually pulled from the
© 2015 Wessex Medieval Alliance
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ground to achieve the maximum fibre length and
quality. By pulling the plant it ensures the sap
remains within it assisting in keeping the fibres soft.
Machine cut flax is thus stiﬀer, denser and of far
poorer quality.
The stalks, tied in batches, are left to dry for several
weeks before threshing to release the seed pods. Flax
fibre is an example of a 'bast fibre’; these are the
phloem or inner bark of the plant which make
strong, durable fabrics. Other examples of these are
hemp, and ramie (a variety of nettle).
In order to release these bast fibres the dried flax
must undergo 'retting' or 'rotting'. The xylem and
phloem of the plant are linked by calcium ions and
pectin, so in order for the fibres to be removed these
must be broken down. This is done by soaking the
stalk in order to increase the internal pressure in the
cell wall causing the cells to burst; thus allowing the
organisms to breakdown the pectins. There are
several methods of 'retting';
Water Retting
For the best fibres; put the batches of flax into
stagnant or slow moving water such as ponds, bogs or
streams. The larger the amount of bacterial fauna in
the water the faster the process. The bundles are
weighed down and can be left for a few days to a
couple of weeks depending on the temperature.
Stream retting needs a little longer but gives a less
aromatic fibre.
Dew Retting
This method is preferred in hotter climes where
large amounts of water are not available but have
heavy dew. The stalks are spread over a field or over
roofs. This method takes about 2-3 weeks giving
poorer quality fibres and due to the fermentation the
fibres are darker in colour.
Tank Retting
These tanks would normally be made of cement as
the acidic waste products of the bacteria corrode
metal. The stalks are soaked for 4-8 hours removing
the dirt and pigment from the fibres then the water
is changed. The bundles are now soaked for 4-6 days
to complete the process.
Chemical Retting
Here the stalks are soaked in a chemical bath. This is
4
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not only bad for the environment but also damages
the fibres.
The 'retting' completed, the stalks, now termed
'straw' are dried and stored for a few weeks to
months for the curing to take place. Once done the
woody material still attached to the bast fibres needs
removing. Initially the worst of the wood would be
broken and removed by crushing it with what
resembles a huge wooden, hinged, paper cutter
before 'Scutching' would take place.
This is done by beating and combing a blunt wooden
blade down the straw as it hangs on a scutching
board. The loose and broken bits of the 'wood' have
to be thoroughly removed from the fibres without
damaging them. A single person can produce a
maximum of about 15lbs of flax fibres in a day
depending on the fibre quality. The left over bark
called 'shive' has a multitude of uses.

Having removed the wood only the bast fibres should
be left to undergo 'hackling'. This process separates
the bast fibres and removes the smaller pieces of
wood and dirt by drawing them through a comb of
long sharp points which splits and polishes the fibres.
The hackle is firmly attached to a surface, the fibres
are thrown over it and then drawn through the teeth.
There are two hackles, a wider spaced comb for
initial use then a finer comb to finish the fibre for
spinning. The hackles also remove the tow or shorter
fibres that are used for rougher yarn which is used for
cord or rope. The longer fibres up to 3 feet long make
a softer, smoother thread. The bunches of hackled
threads are termed 'stricks'.
The stricks are laid on a clean flat surface and gently
spread out before being rolled and tied to a distaﬀ.
From here some fibres are teased out and twisted to
start a thread, then attached to a bobbin or whorl
spindle depending on the spinning process. The flax
should be dampened in order to make the fibre more
malleable and give smoother thread. If the fibre
should break while being fed from the distaﬀ to the
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spindle then the separate ends would be fanned out
and twist blended back together. This was done with
a little saliva as the enzymes in the saliva break down
some of the plant cellulose making it slightly gluey.
Flax, being a very fine yarn may be thickened by
plying which is the twisting of two or more threads
together. Once made the yarn can be finished by
boiling it for several hours in soapy water which gives
it a shine.
As the flax was being made into yarn the ancients
needed to devise a method for keeping the base
thread damp to provide the best quality, to keep it
clean and stop it rolling oﬀ. Although cats may also
have had a role to play in this development.... What
diﬀerent civilisations seemed to independently come
up with was the 'Wetting Bowl'. This is a clay bowl
about the size of a washing up basin which has the
equivalent of a jug handle attached to the bottom.
The loose yarn ball was placed in the bowl with the
end threaded through the loop and pulled to the
bowl edge. The bowl was then filled with water thus
ensuring the wetting of the base fibre and securing
ball of yarn. The end, once damp would then have
been spun. This type of bowl is currently still to be
found and used in Japan.
In the 1100's it was fashionable for women to have
tresses which stretched to near the floor. To keep up
with fashion it was not unusual for women to
supplement their natural hair with extensions. These
could be made from flax fibres, silk or wool.
Contemporary sermons preached against purchasing
the hair of dead women as supplement to their own
and regulations issued by the church in Florence in
the early 14th century also show that plaits of flax,
wool, cotton or silk were sometimes substituted for
hair. So flax, which after heckling does look very
hairlike would be quite realistic.
Linen has and had a wide range of uses depending on
its quality and was the preferred fabric for wearing
next to the skin. Some staple linen items included
shirts, smocks, braies and leine. (the latter coming
from the Irish, derived from linen and is a type of
smock or tunic.) The best quality linen was used for
items like kerchiefs and veils which could be woven
with frilled selvages. These were seen from around
1300 but became particularly popular in the latter
part of the 14th century. The heavier linen was used
5
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for linings and stiﬀening. Buckham, one of the
heavier weights was used in the 14th century for
secular and ecclesiastical headdresses, as related in
the 'English Great Wardrobe Accounts'. In the
Christmas Masquerade accounts of 1345, 15 pieces of
'bokeram' were included in the items purchased for
the construction of 'fantastic headdresses'.
The best linen came from the Low Countries, from
areas such as Cambrai, Malines, Brussels and
Holland. This in some cases was produced by Nuns.
In 1475 surviving invoices show the production of
linen earned St. Agnes in Dordrecht (a convent I
assume) 197 guilders and 5 cents.
Flanders built it's trading reputation on quality wool
and linen cloth. The flax was farmed around Ypres
and the river Lys used for retting the flax. Flanders
cloth was sold at international markets throughout
Europe. Italy also produced fine linens, the best
being associated with Milan and Venice. Woollen
thread was preferred for the warping of looms for
tapestries during the Middle ages. The main
production areas for high quality tapestries came for
example from France and the Low Countries, though
Germany with a more artisanal approach did use
linen thread as well.
Linen was usually left natural or was bleached,
although blue linen was sometimes used for peasants
shirts in the 14th century. Other colours of linen
were produced but in small quantities as linen does
not hold dye well.
In these days of mass production chemical retting is
regularly used and the production machinery looks
more likely to have been kept over from the
Industrial Revolution. It does seem to be generally
agreed though that the hand processed fibres are by
far the finest.
I have intentionally avoided talking about the linen
mix weaves as this would extend this article even
further.
So the next time you buy linen or put on that linen
dress or shirt you can appreciate how much work was
required for its production before it was even woven
or cut to shape.
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Are you Robin Hood?
No.

A History of Medieval Flavours
Part One:
Angelica, Archangelica angelica
Cathy Roberts

The legend that gave Angelica it's name concerns a
French monk in the 17th Century. During a disturbed
night he dreamt of an angel, the Holy Ghost,
Archangel Raphael, Gabriel or Michael, dependent
on the version. The reason for the visitation was to
tell about or point at the Angelica plant, informing
the monk that the herb could cure the plague. As
most religious communities had knowledgeable
specialists in plants and herbs he may already have
been aware of the properties of Angelica.
As there were three, to my knowledge main plague
pandemics; The Plague of Justinian, 542 AD, the
pandemic of the Middle Ages which is supposed to
have ignited in the Steppes in 1346, peaking between
1348 and 1350, and the third in the mid 19th Century
(though this missed Europe) it seems unlikely they
were the triggers for the story. The other possibility
would be that news of one or other resurgence had
reached him; 'The Italian Plague' (1629-1631) 'The
Great Plague of Seville'(1647-1652), 'The Great
Plague of London' (1665-1666) or 'The Great Plague
of Vienna' (1679). The other two more notable out
breaks, the last in Europe, were 'The Great Baltic
Plague' (1709-1713) and 'The Great Plague of
Marseille' (1720-1722) these though are be too late to
be considered 17th Century. (Please note this list is
not comprehensive.) Though why the legend
mentions the 17th Century and not nearer the
conversion period I don't know, the church works in
mysterious ways.
Angelica continued to be regarded as a cure for the
plague until the time of Charles II (1630-1685).
The legend added much to consolidate what was
already regarded as one of the most powerful healing
herbs, as its soubriquets maintain, 'Root of the Holy
6
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Ghost' and 'Angel's herb'. It is also known as the
'Herb of the North'.
Medieval doctors treating plague victims used to
place a piece of Angelica root under their tongues to
protect themselves from infection. Probably not only
for it's healing abilities but also as it would be
considered 'blessed'. The plant was considered to be
under the protection of Archangel Michael as it
blooms on the 8th of May, old Julian calendar, which
is his feast day. Although prior to the Christian
associations Angelica had long been regarded as a
powerful ingredient in Pagan healing ceremonies,
giving magical protection. This protective theme
throws up the interesting paradox in that Angelica
was/is regarded as a powerful herb of protection by
and for Pagans morphing to becoming a powerful
defense against Pagans, in the form of witches and
evil spells. (Evil spirits are inter-denominational so I
can't in my view justify including them.) Growing
Angelica in the garden was a supposed guard against
being accused a witch, as witches were supposed to
have found close proximity to the plant intolerable,
refer back to the paradox.
John Gerard, said in his book; Herball or Historie of
Plants (1597),
“The roote of garden Angelica is a singular remedie
against poison and against the plague, and all
infections taken by evill and corrup aire; if you do
but take a peece of the roote and holde it in your
mouth, it doth most certainly drive away the
pestilentiall aire.”
“If you doe but take a piece of the roote and holde it
in your mouth, or chew the same between your teeth
it doth most certainly drive away the pestilentiall
aire, yea although the corrupt aire have possesses the
hart, yet it driveth it out again.”
Though the same technique is used by the medieval
doctors as protection against plague, I think this last
quote seems to be more readily referring to
flatulence. Although ‘pestilentiall’ has been used in
reference (first quote) to victims of the plague,
understandable considering the ways of plague
transmission.
Angelica evolved to survive in the colder climes of
the world, its natural habitat stretches through
© 2015 Wessex Medieval Alliance

June & July 2015, Issue 3
Siberia, Lithuania, Norway to Iceland and beyond
though I have read it started out in modern Syria.
Consequently it is an extremely hardy plant, hardy
enough to had survived the last Ice Age in the north,
8-10 thousand years ago.
The importance of this herb to the northern peoples
is reflected by it's inclusion both in the Sagas and in
the Grágás, that is; Grey Goose Laws, a group of laws
from the Icelandic Commonwealth era; Iceland's
'First Book of Law'. These were thought to have
been in use until 1262 to 1264 when Nor way
reclaimed Iceland. The term may be slightly in error
as it was originally used by a medieval source to
describe a group of Norwegian laws and may have
been used erroneously to describe the existing
Icelandic law during the 16th Century. Going oﬀ
tangent a little, the Laws were referred to as Grey
Goose perhaps because they were written using a
goose quill, were bound in goose skin or perhaps,
considering the beliefs of the time period, geese lived
longer than other birds. Anyway to continue; there is
a law included in the Grágás specifically forbidding
the theft of Angelica.
On another literary note a wreath of Angelica would
be gifted to poets for inspiration, as mentioned in
'An Introduction to the Study of Botany,' (title
abbreviated) by J.L.Comstock, M.D, published in
1839.
“ANGELICA – Thou inspirest me with poetic
visions. The Lapland poets are crowned with this
plant and consider themselves inspired by it's
fragrance.”
Due to its healing and food uses it has been used and
farmed in Iceland since its settlement, as well as
popularly farmed in Scandinavia. It is one of the few
crops to happily tolerate the environment. Angelica
has made such a cultural impact that numerous
places in Iceland carry its name, one for example, is
the highest peak in Iceland 'Hvannadalshnjukur'
which means the Angelica Valley Peak. It was also
considered a profitable trade commodity, up until
approximately 1500 AD, and due to its value was
additionally used as currency. The Danes were at the
forefront of producing and marketing candied
Angelica though by the early 17th Century the
English were using the roots and stems to create
7
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sweet-tasting, popular treats. It was believed that
candied Angelica was a confection that was useful for
'expelling wind' and ‘strengthening the stomach’,
candied Ginger pipped it to the post though. In
conjunction with this, one of the properties given to
the plant was the ability to cure Scurvy, it has now
been proven to be a good source of vitamin C.
The English herbal entitled Paradisus Terrestris,
published in 1629 C.E. by John Parkinson states;
“Angelica, the garden kinde, is so good an herbe, that
there is no part thereof but is of much vse, and all
cordiall and preser uatiue from infectious or
contagious diseases, whether you will distill the water
of the herbe, or preserue or candie the rootes or the
greene stalkes, or vse the seede in pouder or in
distillations, or decoctions with other things.”
So, the history of Angelica is an interesting topic and
I have only really scratched the surface. Please do
not attempt any of the 'cures' without qualified
advise and I do not recommend trying to collect this
plant from the wild. It is very similar to Hemlock so
it could be the last foraging expedition you make,
please note what eﬀect Hemlock had on Socrates!
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series it is a short volume at only 48 pages in length,
and as such can only oﬀer an overview of its subject
matter.
The book focuses on the late Byzantine period, one
in which Rome is but a far distant memory and even
the walls of Constantinople are threatened (and
eventually broken). The first obvious question is that
given that the last Byzantine Emperor, Constantine
XI Palaiologos was killed in street fighting defending
Constantinople from the Ottomans in 1453, why does
the book extend to 1461? The answer is that one of
the last sections provides a brief glimpse of The
Empire of Trebizond. Trebizond was a narrow strip of
land to the east of Constantinople on the Black Sea.
It withheld the Ottoman advance until it was
attacked for a third time in 1461. Prior to then
Trebizond was allied through blood to Byzantine
E m p e r o r, h a v i n g b e e n s e p a r a t e d f r o m
Constantinople when the city originally fell during
the fourth crusade in the early 13th century. While it
is good to read about unusual aspects of the
Byzantine Empire such as Trebizond, the limitations
of the short book format mean that only a cursory
overview can be given.

Osprey are one of the most prolific publishers of
historical books with hundreds of titles under their
belt. They also periodically release new versions or
reprints of older books, and Byzantine Armies AD
1118-1461 is one such oﬀering, now in its 15th reprint
since originally being published in 1995.

The book further suﬀers by being a bit laborious to
get into, with the first eight pages taken up with a
chronology: facts and figures abound that without
context or much explanation can lose the casual
reader. Perseverance takes the reader to a number of
short sections detailing unit organisation through the
centuries (including naval and cannon), allies,
mercenaries and auxillary troop use and the eventual
downfall of the Empire. I always feel that the Menat-Arms series would benefit from upping the page
count to closer to 100. With this increase each
section could be tackled in depth and less as a
cursory overview that becomes a rambling list of
facts and figures oft missing context. This is not
helped by the unavoidable lengthy latin and greekbased names that permeate the text. Strangely,
Osprey insist on all such names being in italics which
makes them even trickier to quickly read. Hence, a
stop-start nature to reading the book is required.

Osprey publishers under a number of banners, and
Byzantine Armies falls under its Men-at-Arms series,
a collection covering the numerous historical military
forces that have existed. Like other books in the

As with all Osprey books the central plates contain a
number of highly detailed full colour plates showing
soldiers of the period. This is, unfortunately,
somewhat confused as plate 1 notes the cavalryman is

Byzantine
Armies
AD 1118-1461
Ian Heath
ISBN: 978-1-85532-347-6
Osprey Publishing, 48
pages
Reviewed by Colin Deady
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shown on foot and the infantryman is shown on a
horse. Osprey take the unusual liberty of showing
soldiers from notable periods side by side in
historical scenes, as though a group of re-enactors
from the 14th century (as opposed to re-enactors of
the 14th century) had met for lunch one day. While it
is good to see the changes in armour over the period
it is disconcerting to see soldiers that may be
separated by a hundred years in conversation. That
said, it is an artistic license I can live with.
All in all Byzantine Armies AD 1118-1461 is a brief
but bold attempt at introducing the late Byzantine
period to the reader. Those familiar with the period
may find this a useful pocket reference guide to
dates, names and places, where-as those new to the
topic will, at best, gain a summary of the poor state
of the army and its eventual demise alongside
Constantinople. This book is best seen as an
introduction, and to the credit of the author a decent
bibliography can be found towards the end, albeit
because the book was published in 1995 this tends to
date no more recently than the 1980s.
If you would like to read the book let me know and I
will loan it (or any other book in my collection) to
you at a show.

Vanguard Despatches Glastonbury 2015.
Mark Roberts

Arriving on Friday afternoon and meeting old friends
at the start of a new season was great fun. Got the
tent up and then then went for a wander around the
town to refresh my memory. It's still the same quirky
place, filled with the same quirky characters. An
unusual preponderance of Hippies, which you would
probably expect, and an unusual preponderance of
winos, which you probably wouldn't. All of them
resplendent in their uniforms; the Hippies in chunky
jumpers, voluminous brightly checked trousers and
dreadlocks carrying canvas bags; the winos in
overcoats and oversized boots carrying multiple
carrier bags. There was also an older gent in an
immaculate three-piece tweed suit and brogues, with
pocket watch and handlebar moustache. Not quite
© 2015 Wessex Medieval Alliance
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sure which category he fits in to, elegant, but
anachronistic. Let's call him Steampunkesque.
Every second shop sells books about conjuring spirits
or crystals. By six, there's no sign of Steve and Angie
so we wander oﬀ to find something to eat, fancying
our usual vegetarian place. Horror of horrors, it's
c l o s e d ! No t j u s t c l o s e d , b u t c l o s e d d o w n
permanently. So it's oﬀ to the Italian place, Gigi's, for
some really excellent pizzas. Back to the beer tent
for some superb Bath Ales 'Barnsey', and large
quantities of laughing, then off to bed for a really
cold night!
Felt awful on Saturday morning, and looked so cold
Kim fitted me with a snood to warm me up. That
and a full English and a coﬀee did the trick. It
transpired that Steve and Angie had a dreadful
journey, taking over four hours from London, arriving
at six thirty. Saturday was cool, but perfect fighting
weather. We had an excellent battle, with all of us
really impressed with the Viking contingent. In the
evening we choose the George and Pilgrims pub for
dinner, which was good. The bar was crowded, with a
black-clad American, wearing silver-mounted boots,
holding court. He looked a bit like a young Robert
Plant. He immediately noticed us in our Medieval
clothes and announced; “Look, they are re-enactors.
We're all re-enactors, as we've acted before!” I think
that may have been an attempt at humour. It gave me
something to laugh at. At least the temperature
overnight was better.
Sunday saw the weather brighten up a bit too.
Another great battle, marred for Mike by a pole arm
getting caught in his gauntlet and badly bruising his
hand. The Order of the Knights of St. John,
Hospitaller, sorted him out. Back at the camp, Keith
sat on his trusty old stool in his armour. I can only
assume he let rip the most enormous fart, with such
violence that his stool was suddenly rent in two,
depositing him on his back. Nobody laughed. Not
even a little bit! Mike was in fine entrepreneurial
form; he bought a wooden box, complete with
random contents, for £20, and within ten minutes
had sold some of the contents for £10! At last it was
time to go home, after a brilliant weekend. The last
gasp was slightly spoilt by some inconsiderate
parking which blocked the only exit from the site for
nearly an hour!
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Letters to the Editor
Disagree with something written, or agree with
something not yet penned?

What’s in a motto?

I read it online:
some useful resources

I think that the Alliance needs a motto. I heard
others expressing similar sentiments recently, so I
thought I'd start the debate. I take it as read we all
agree it should be Latin? This would have been the
default in the era that we seek to portray. Any
dissenters who prefer Norman French?
[Ed: what
about Cuneiform?] Obviously, modern English is out
of the question, although I may be persuaded by a
convincing 15th century English one. For total
pretentiousness, go with Greek.

Colin Deady

One of my favourites is Oderint dum metuant (Let
them hate, as long as they fear.) I love the subtle
menace, but it might be a bit too aggressive, and
could be seen as alluding to recent events. Do we
want serious or humorous? Latin lets us play some
games with this, producing impressive sounding
mottoes that are silly, trite, or double entendres.
How about Quid semper? (What ever.) That could be
taken as the modern expression of indiﬀerence, or
that we're ready for what ever is thrown at us. Quid
nunc? (What now?) an expression of confusion, or
earnest expectation? Secundus nullus. (Second to
none), taken either way. The Wiltshire police have
Primus et optimus (First and best, or perhaps better
rendered First and foremost.) which is quite good, if
a little arrogant. Nosce te ipsum (know thyself), the

http://www.nottingham.ac.uk/manuscriptsandspecialcollections/

Latin version of one of the Delphic Maxims (Γνώθι

Local authorities in the UK maintain excellent
archives, many of which are accessible online. For
example Wiltshire’s Community History archive:

σεαυτον) is possibly the wisest piece of advice ever
given, but maybe a bit too philosophical? In vino
veritas, (There is truth in wine) humorous and
applicable to many of our members! Nunc bibendum
(Now is the time to drink), doubly so. Carved into a
lintel on Crete is Omnia mundi fumus et umbra (All
the world is smoke and shadow), which has such
applicability to many facets of life, politics, conflict,
economics, relationships and quantum mechanics to
name but a few! The Norman French Taille haut!
(Raise blades!) is quite good, and the origin, possibly,
of the hunting cry Tally Ho! much beloved of the
heroes in Second World War aerial combat films. So
what do you think? Have you any good ideas?

There are an enormous number of websites that
provide a wealth of historical information. When
researching something here are a few that I turn to:
Wikipedia maintains a list of years, with key events
added to each:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_years

Nottingham University maintains Manuscripts and
Special Collections, available for free online:
index.aspx

It covers records dating back several centuries.
ARMA hold a copy of Fight Earnestly by Hans
Talhoﬀer available as a free PDF download:
http://www.thearma.org/Fight-Earnestly.htm

Project Gutenberg maintains a searchable free
archive of eBooks including modern and historical
volumes:
https://www.gutenberg.org/

The National Archives permits searching of its
archive online. You can then order a copy of certain
documents, or visit the Archives in person to view.
http://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/

http://history.wiltshire.gov.uk/community/

Many groups provide valuable websites with
pertinent historical information, for example: The
Richard III Society:
http://www.richardiii.net/

The above is but a small selection of useful resources
online. You probably know of others. Let me know
and I will collate and publish them for us all to
benefit.

- Mark Harris
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Arundel Siege May 2015
Some photographs of Wessex Medieval Alliance, Raven Tor and Company of St. Barbara over the weekend.
Taken by Colin Deady
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⁉Did you know?
Greetings noble folk,

Roger Bacon was a Franciscan friar who lived from around 1214 to 1292. In his Epistola de Secretis Operibus,
he wrote: “Cars can be made so that without animals they will move with unbelievable rapidity,” and “flying
machines can be constructed by which artificial wings are made to beat the air like a flying bird.” He also
predicted steamships, submarines and diving suits.
I'm just looking for the tablet of stone with next week’s lotto numbers on; I know he left it somewhere
round here!
The people we tend to refer to as medieval peasants wouldn’t have recognised the word “peasant” at all: it
was a 15th century French term. Land workers were actually quite hierarchical and split into distinct groups.
The 1086 Domesday Book states that the English countryside comprised 12% freemen, 35% serfs or villeins,
30% cotters and bordars, and 9% slaves. Villeins, cottars, bordars and slaves lived in a perpetual state of
bondage and eﬀectively belonged to the lord of the manor: they couldn’t leave his service- or even get
married- without permission.
Umm ' look at that bondage' or 'get oﬀ my land bondage ' just does not have the same ring to it.
The idea of knights as chivalrous Sir Lancelot types isn’t entirely true: the reality was far closer to Game of
Thrones. In 1379, Sir John Arundel rode to a convent and asked the nuns to put him up for a few nights. After
they agreed, he and his armed retinue looted the nunnery, stormed a nearby church, stole a newly married
bride, kidnapped the nuns, took them out to sea and then threw them overboard. And you thought Ser
Gregor Clegane was bad…
Not something to aspire to lads, let's keep things 'men in tights' not 'Game of Thrones' ;-)
More fascinating facts to come,
Lady Nimue De Walkington

These months in history:

Upcoming events:

The Yorkists fighting for Edward IV are defeated

The Barons Gathering, Staines, 13th June

at the Battle of Edgecote Moor on 26th July
1469.
Only a few weeks after the Yorkist victory at

Tewkesbury Medieval Festival, 11th-12th July
The Loxwood Joust, 1st-2nd & 8th-9th August

Tewkesbury the son of Edward IV, was given the

More events at:

title Prince of Wales in June 1471.

www.wessexmedieval.org.uk/2015_events

Write for the Horse Head
Feel an article may have been too short? Not covering the main points relating to mythical archers that you
felt were important? Now is your chance to set the record straight: write for the Horse Head.
colin@wessexmedieval.org.uk
Deadline for submissions for Issue 4: July 17th; Issue 5: September 18th.
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