
The heat of the day has gone. There is a 
distinct chill in the air now. It is around 
five o’clock in the evening and the sun 
is beginning to set. The sky holds all the 
melancholy colours of early autumn: 
pinks imperceptibly merge into pale 
turquoise and then into silvery white, 
echoing mother-of-pearl, quite beautiful. 
It is relatively quiet now, save for the 
rasping cries of the multitudinous carrion 
birds and intermittent unearthly sobs, 
cries and whimpers, which pervade the 
atmosphere. There is something else 
which pervades the atmosphere as well, 
something ghastly that mars any beauty 
the evening might hold: the stench. It 
smells worse than an abattoir. 

As the eye leaves the sky and travels 
downward, it needs time for the pupil to 
dilate and adjust to the brooding darkness 
that is fast enveloping the land. As sight 
becomes accustomed to the change the 
mind begins to make sense of the scene 
before it. There is a ridge of high ground 
with masses of dark shapes strewn across 
it and leading up to it. Yes, lying across 
the ground for as far as the eye can see 
are mangled and contorted bodies of 
men and horses and the severed parts of 
men and horses. All are surrounded by 
the broken and discarded impedimenta 
of war. To anyone not hardened by 
battle, it is a truly sickening sight. On 
the ridge itself, like the fallen leaves of 
nearby deciduous trees, lie piled some 

of the best of Anglo-Saxon manhood. It 
is 14 October 1066 and autumn has hit 
Anglo-Saxon England. Winter, in all its 
harshness, will surely follow.

MORE THAN A HISTORY LESSON

What are my initial impressions of the 
Battle of Hastings? They were fashioned 
by three very early encounters when I 
was very young and these encounters 
were somewhat indirectly related to the 
battle itself, although we must have been 
taught a little about the battle at primary 
school.  The first was a BBC series of 
Hereward the Wake, which was shown 

in 1965. I would have been about seven 
years old. Hereward, finding his brother’s 
head on a spike and exacting bloody 
revenge on the Normans who perpetrated 
the atrocity was not easily forgotten 
by me. It left me with an impression 
of a murky, lonely, brooding period of 
history that has never gone away. This 
experience was reinforced by a chance 
encounter with a picture on the wall of 
a long-forgotten tea room somewhere. 
I cannot remember now whether it 
was a painting or a photograph, but it 
showed a row of open boats moored 
amongst fenland rushes as the sun set. 

THE BATTLE AT HASTINGS, 1066
SAXON AUTUMN

Nick Buxey takes us on a journey to an autumnal day which 
saw the nature of a nation changed for all time.

Above: Saxon huscarls defend King 
Harold’s ‘Fighting Man’ banner and Wessex 
‘Draco’against determined charges by Norman 
cavalry. Figures from author’s collection.
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It held an aura of loneliness - perhaps 
desolation would be too strong a word. 
This picture so took my imagination 
that I asked my much older brother what 
it depicted. He opined that it showed 
‘Viking death boats’. His answer was as 
much a guess as anything and most likely 
erroneous, but definitely contributed to 
my growing impression of the period. 
Nineteen sixty-six was, of course, 
the 900th anniversary of the Battle of 
Hastings. I cannot say that I remember 
any specific commemorations and much 
was overshadowed by a certain soccer 
event that year, but I do know how much 
I delighted in the set of commemorative 
Battle of Hastings stamps that were 
issued: my first exposure to the 
wonderful Bayeux Tapestry. And there 
you go. Those Norman knights with their 
distinctive conical helmets with nasal 
guards and their kite-shaped shields were 
now stamped on my psyche, fascinating 
and iconic. 

RELIVING 

As with so many demonstration 
wargames that I have been involved 
with, refighting Hastings in 28mm has 
given me the opportunity to revisit 
my fascination with the period that 
has remained from childhood and to 
grope along that lonely, murky corridor 
that is my particular impression of the 
times. For me the ‘Dark Ages’ really are 
‘dark’ - and brooding! The ‘feeling’ that 
historical events engender within me 
are as important to me as any historical 
facts that I might research, be they ever 
so subjective. That’s why, I think, the 
‘journey’ in producing a demonstration 
game, or a magazine article is probably 

even more important to me than the 
finished product. It allows me to immerse 
myself in the subject, even to the point 
of saturation. For a set period I try to 
get ‘inside’ the subject and my personal 
response to it. Perhaps that’s the artist 
in me. I wargame with the ‘Like a Stone 
Wall’ wargames group and it’s being part 
of such a group that has enabled me to 
indulge ambitions that I have nurtured for 
many years, but couldn’t realise because 
of the demands of investment in both 
time and money. When my colleague 
Dale Askew promoted a Hastings 
anniversary game for Derby I was more 
than supportive in seeing it accomplished. 

DALE ASKEW:  
GASTRONOMIC WARRIOR

At the shows where our group has 
provided demonstration games spectators 
may well have seen our members 
shovelling home-made cake into our 
mouths during breaks. These delicious 
morsels would have invariably been 
provided by Dale. Dale has a long history 
of service in the British Army’s Catering 
Corps, so not only does he paint nice 
figures, but he cooks beautifully too. 
The Hastings game was really Dale’s 
baby and his desire to see it born can 
be traced right back to his army days, 
which underlines the fact that every game 
and every gamer has a personal story to 
tell. Back in the ’70s an army colleague 
of Dale’s suggested that he might want 
to become involved with a wargames 
group, which he did. This influence 
led Dale to buy a 15mm Norman army 
from the legendary ‘Mikes Models’ of 

the south coast. Dale proudly kept this 
army, duly painted and based, in a metal 
toolbox (favourite in those days ... I still 
have several in the loft). During a home 
relocation a misunderstanding occurred 
that meant the precious toolbox was 
left behind when everything else had 
been moved. Dale, understandably, had 
wanted to take the toolbox himself in 
his own vehicle. When the omission was 
discovered, Dale returned to his former 
dwelling to be told by the new owner that 
no toolbox had been left behind. I don’t 
think any wargamer reading this story is 
unable to empathise with Dale’s misery 
at his loss. Thus, when his appetite for 
wargaming began anew with joining 
our group, Dale naturally felt a strong 
pull to gather a new and better Norman 
army and what better vehicle than to 
produce it for a big demonstration game 
of Hastings?

Above: Dale (right with cap) is 
given inside information about what 
really happened at Hastings by two 
contemporaries visiting the Derby 

show, October 2016.



PLANNING FOR INVASION

Dale knew full well that Hastings was not 
a ‘big’ battle by the standards of history, 
even if its outcome had momentous 
repercussions: Big? No. Important? Most 
certainly. To dignify the battle, the ratio 
of models to real-life had to be much 
higher than our group usually wargamed 
with. It needed to be a spectacle. Isn’t 
that what visitors to shows hope to see? 
Now, we all know that big isn’t always 
beautiful. Gorgeously painted figures can 
become lost on a big table, no matter how 
good they look close-up. Then, there was 
the battlefield itself: not much to write 
home about really - a big expanse of open 
country, some boggy areas, a scattering 
of trees and a hill. Let’s think. Ah, the 
battle took place in the autumn - let’s put 
some autumn colours on the table to give 
it a bit of identity. The rest can be done 
by having lots of figures - particularly 
cavalry. Oh, yes ... lots of nice flags as 
well and an amusing vignette to draw 
spectators’ attention. Sorted! 

Now, of course, that summation is 
a travesty of what really had to be 
achieved. As every wargamer knows, 
so much time can be spent on research, 
finalising specific rules and the hard 
work of producing specific terrain boards 
and painting and basing the hundreds 
of figures. Research raised another 
problem: ‘real-life’? Well, anyone 
wading through the many and varied 
accounts of the battle will discover a 
plethora of conflicts. Some of the fullest 
sources come from accounts written 
by churchmen and scholars years after 
the battle. Then there is, of course, the 
fabulous Bayeux ‘Tapestry’. The problem 
is both sources are the product of the 
victors and we all know the adage that 
‘history is written by the winners’. Such 
a famous battle has been ‘done to death’ 
by writers and historians ... and probably 
wargamers for that matter! Well, then, 
preparing the game had to be a matter of 

common sense and judgement founded 
on a conglomeration of the many sources 
that Dale read from, plus some practical 
considerations for enabling it to be a 
playable game - all a ‘juggling act’ 
that is probably very familiar to most 
wargamers. Just one example was the 
issue of crossbows. How much evidence 
was there for a presence of crossbows 
in the Norman army at Hastings and, 
if there were some, how many?  Dale 
elected to mix bows and crossbows 
together as bases of figures and throw 
a dice when shooting to determine the 
presence, if any, of crossbows in the 
mix. If crossbows were present, the 
shooting factor was altered accordingly. 
The ratio of Norman cavalry to infantry 
was also a matter for conjecture. To 
some extent, numbers of troop types 
were open to calculated guess-work. 
Overall, Dale settled for an estimate that 
put both armies at around 7,000 men. 
The Saxons, or Anglo-Danish, of course 
had no cavalry in the battle itself and, 
hence, none on the table. As the Saxon 
army continued to straggle in during the 

actual battle - having made long forced-
marches to be there- some Saxon units 
were brought onto the table gradually 
during the game. Huscarls and select fyrd 
dominated the front centre and greater 
fyrd mostly held the wings. Few Saxon 
missile troops were in evidence. Rules 
used were Tim Whitworth’s Lionheart 
rules, with amendments specific to the 
Hastings game.

The terrain covered an area 6 foot by 14 
foot, using our usual 12mm thick 2 foot 
by 2 foot MDF tiles. 

BATTLE COMMENCES

As expected, the Norman cavalry made 
the first attacks and, mirroring history, 
just bounced off the Saxon shield walls, 
albeit in a particularly bloody way.  Some 
lucky dice throws might help to knock a 
few’ bricks’ out of this wall, but it would 
take repeated charges and more lucky 
dice throws to really make any impact 
and achieve a breakthrough. Unlike the 

Below: The Norman cavalry charge

Above: Our Hastings table at Derby 
show, October 2016. Right: My 
Autumnal trees.



actual battle (as far as we know anyway) 
the Norman players elected to move their 
cavalry over to the Saxon flanks and 
attack there, where the troops were of 
lesser quality. Meanwhile, the Norman 
infantry advanced to the attack. Norman 
archers also moved into closer range to 
try to soften up the shield wall. Well, 
perhaps it was a bit ‘iffy’, but Norman 
cavalry did break the Saxon fyrd on the 
Saxon’s right flank and opened the way 
for more Normans to exploit the gap and 
run amok in the Saxon rear. Thus ended 
the first day of Derby Worlds 2016. It 
was decided to set up again next morning 
for a completely fresh game and try new 
tactics - well, as far as the confines of 
shield-wall warfare allowed us! This 
second game saw Tim Whitworth make 
a concerted attack on the Saxon centre 
and by some skill and some lucky dice, 
managed to break in with infantry and 
cavalry combined. Neither day was great 
for the Saxons. Both games proved to 
be a long slogging match, but isn’t that 
just reflective of Dark Age warfare? 
Attrition wore down the bases of figures 
and also the players! We’d had plenty of 
fun, though - a pre-requisite, surely, for a 
table-top encounter with pals? We’d also 
received plenty of positive attention from 
visitors, not least some spot-on Dark Age 
re-enactors who were very favourable 
with their comments and that was very 
gratifying indeed.

AFTERMATH OF BLOODSHED

As always, the end of the second game 
and the end of the Derby show brought 
with it the usual dissection of what had 
been a long and labour-intensive exercise. 
I don’t about other wargamers, but I 
always feel shattered towards the end of 
a show when I’ve been involved with a 
large demo game - especially a ‘two-
dayer’, like Derby: All that research, 
planning, painting and modelling 
culminating in two days of transporting 

and setting up, interacting with the public 
and then disassembling and transporting 
back to the game’s various storage places. 
It’s worthwhile, of course, or we wouldn’t 
do it at all, but it definitely sometimes 
feels that it’s ‘not a country for old men’ 
(I speak for myself only of course!).

Dale had obviously thoroughly enjoyed 
realising a long-cherished ambition and 
we, his colleagues, had enjoyed the ride 
as well. He now has his Norman army 
back in a larger scale, with Saxons t’boot. 
Would he have done things differently? 

WAR CORRESPONDENTS, 1066

It’s always nice to have a talking-point or two in a demonstration game and if at least 
one of those talking points shows that we wargamers don’t always take ourselves too 
seriously, then so much the better, I think. Barry Foster had a sort of vision that he 
wanted to be brought to life in a miniature vignette: the Bayeux Tapestry being worked 
on as the action actually happened - like some kind of Dark Age video camera. So, this 
is what we came up with: a long table with some Dark Age ladies working frantically 
on a part of the Bayeux Tapestry as the battle evolved, duly overseen by some hooded 
cleric official. The two standards clearly show that these good souls represent the press 
and are, therefore, non-combatants. This daft little vignette was the product of Barry’s 
imagination, my figure conversions and John Hutchinson’s excellent flag-making skills!

Incidentally, the ultra-famous Bayeux Tapestry has enjoyed a long and 
somewhat chequered history since its creation and it’s a wonder that we, 
today, are still able to enjoy its unique contribution to our knowledge of 
the period, as well as its artistic merits. During the French 
Revolution it was used to cover supplies on a wagon. During 
the Second World War it narrowly missed being hidden 
away by Himmler’s SS, who saw it as a sign-post for Aryan 
superiority. I can recommend an excellent book, which is also 
available as an audiobook: A Needle in the Right Hand of God 
by R. Howard Bloch. This very readable account uncovered 
for me a great deal about the tapestry and the events 
surrounding its creation that I had, hitherto, not been aware of.

Inevitably, yes. The large amount of 
Norman cavalry provided a great visual 
spectacle, but was the choice of ratio 
to infantry the correct one? Should the 
Norman infantry have played a much 
greater role in the game? What about 
the Norman archers? Did their presence 
in miniature have the same impact that 
they might have had in the actual battle?  
Ah, well, it’s all part and parcel of our 
hobby. Thank goodness, really - the 
virtually unlimited number of ‘what-
ifs’ and permutations mean we have an 
inexhaustible source of entertainment.  
Tally ho!

Above: Contact at the Shieldwall


