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				Chapter 1 - The Matter of Britain

			


			

				 

			


			

				The subject of King Arthur - referred to by many as The Matter of Britain - has been the subject of both heated historical debate and a variety of literary efforts for nearly a thousand years. Whether Arthur ever existed, exactly what he accomplished, and who he represented remains unsettled, with many diverse opinions based on research, conjecture, and imagination.

			


			

				Certainly, the figure of King Arthur popularized by medieval Romance literature and continuing to the present day has only a passing basis in reality. Inspired by Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britanniae (The History of the Kings of Britain), written in 1136, a myriad of writers from the 12th through 16th Centuries expanded the Arthurian Legend to include: The well-armored and honorable Knights of the Round Table; the fabulous castle of Camelot, home to jousts, tournaments, and palace intrigue; and the enigmatic Quest for the Holy Grail.

			


			

				The truth behind the Arthurian legend is far more elusive and rooted in the chaos and upheaval of the so-called Dark Ages of the 5th and 6th Centuries. The Roman Empire began its invasion of the British island in 43 CE and had largely consolidated power by 87 CE. Britain became more and more Romanized throughout the ensuing centuries, but by 383, the empire was facing mounting pressure by outside forces and began recalling its troops to Rome to aid in its own defense. In 410, with the empire collapsing, the last of the Roman troops left Britain, leaving the inhabitants on their own for the first time in centuries.

			


			

				What happened thereafter requires a great deal of speculation and reconstruction. The existing Roman culture blended with the return of Celtic elements. The country split into a myriad of regional fiefdoms ruled by local kings. Some names are more familiar than others, but Powys, Gwynedd, Rheged, Dumnonia, and Gwent were among the many petty kingdoms that emerged.

			


			

				Making this effort of reconstruction even more difficult is a combination of conflicting dates, language barriers, the dearth of reliable historical records, and differing points of view. History does not refer to this period of history as the Dark Ages without reason. What documents remain are written in Latin, Brythonic (the language of the British Celts, the Welsh, and others in the south of Britain), and Old English (the language of the Angles and Saxons), among others. The invading Germanic tribes clearly had a different point of view than the Britons, and traditions in some areas of the island - most notably Wales - were preserved to a far greater degree than elsewhere.

			


			

				In part because of this historical void, the dates for the real Arthur’s rule, if indeed he existed, are uncertain at best. The Battle of Badon Hill (or Mount Badon in some references) is a classic example. A reasonably documented battle that supposedly served as Arthur’s penultimate victory over the Saxons, the conflict has been variously dated from as early as 472 to as late as 516. The less documented Battle of Camlann, the clash that supposedly marked the end of the conflict between Arthur and Mordred, has been pegged anywhere from 516 to 539.

			


			

				Nevertheless, while Geoffrey’s work turned Arthur into a medieval icon and redefined the British monarchy, several direct references to Arthur exist in earlier historic texts that boost the case for his reality. In addition, evidence survives that suggests a British revival occurred around the turn of the 6th Century. The most well-known of these sources are: De Excidio et Conquestu Britanniae (On the Ruin and Conquest of Britain), written by the British monk Gildas sometime between 510 and 540; Historia Brittonum (The History of the Britons), written presumably by Welsh monk Nennius in approximately 830; The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, believed to be written sometime between 870 and 890; and Annales Cambriae (The Annals of Wales), dating from about 970.

			


			

				Gildas’s work is primarily a scathing religious treatise condemning many of his contemporary British kings, but it is one of the few surviving documents of that time providing direct historical context. Gildas claims the important battle at Badon Hill occurred the year of his birth, though he fails to name the combatants and his birthdate is a matter of debate. He also names Ambrosius Aurelius, a key British figure credited with holding back the advance of the Anglo-Saxons. While Gildas does not specifically mention Arthur, some researchers have focused on his description of Cuneglasus as “you bear, rider of many and driver of the chariot of the Bear’s Stronghold” as a suggestion that Cuneglasus may have been a successor to Arthur, since “Arth” translates to “Bear” in Brythonic.

			


			

				The History of the Britons has been a major contributor to the Arthurian legend. While the authorship of the document has been debated (the attribution to Nennius is based on a prologue that most experts believe was added to the work in the 10th Century), the impact of The History of the Britons on Arthurian research cannot be understated. Here is a chronicle, written approximately three hundred years before Geoffrey of Monmouth, that provides significant detail about King Arthur and his accomplishments. Evidence suggests Nennius used a compilation of sources, some of which he names, some of which he doesn’t, and a number of which are lost. Gildas’s work was clearly a source, as was a Life of St. Germanus, believed to be written in the late 5th Century. One of Nennius’s enduring contributions is his account of Arthur and the twelve battles that allowed him to consolidate power across Britain. The twelve battles end with his triumph at Badon. Nennius’s description of Arthur’s exploits are both exhilarating and frustrating. Nennius provides perhaps the first sense of Arthur as a figure who could unite his fellow Britons against an invading enemy, but the vague descriptions, changing names, and geographical shifts of the battle locations have sent researchers scurrying across Britain, Scotland, and even Brittany to identify the sites of the conflicts. In most cases, pinpointing the locations of these battles - and even their historical veracity - has proven elusive at best. For example, the battle at Badon Hill is referenced by multiple sources, but not all agree on where exactly the conflict was actually fought. The remainder of the sites have combined to create a multi-century puzzle yet to be satisfactorily solved.

			


			

				The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle was written in Old English and represents the history of the Anglo-Saxons. Since the Chronicle documented the story of the British invaders, it naturally does not mention Arthur or any of their other enemies. But one thing the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle performs dutifully is list all the Anglo-Saxon victories in battle - of which conspicuously none are recorded between 490 and 520, precisely the time Arthur would most likely have led the British forces. In fact, significant evidence suggests the Anglo-Saxon advance was stymied for more than a half century, with no notable progress recorded again until the mid-6th Century.

			


			

				The Annals of Wales was written in Latin and covers 533 years in time. The chronicle’s starting point is designated as “Year 1” and is generally believed to be 447. While much of the contents consists of obscure Welsh materials, it does have two entries related to Arthur. In 516, the Annals note: “The Battle of Badon, in which Arthur carried the Cross of our Lord Jesus Christ for three days and three nights on his shoulders and the Britons were the victors” (as a side note, some scholars have argued “shoulders” is a modern mistranslation, since the Brythonic words for “shoulder” and “shield” are similar). In 537, the notation reads: “The battle of Camlann, in which Arthur and Medraut fell: and there was plague in Britain and Ireland.”

			


			

				One other work deserves mention. The Mabinogion is a collection of Welsh legends that represent the earliest prose stories in the literature of Britain. Though the first manuscripts date from the 12th and 13th Centuries, experts agree they capture much older tales handed down by oral tradition. At least some manuscripts appear to pre-date Geoffrey. A representative number of stories highlight King Arthur, albeit a very different Arthur from the one portrayed in medieval romances. This is notable because the Britons - the people Arthur would have ruled - retreated to Wales and established the last bastion of the British culture there after the Anglo-Saxons had overrun the rest of the island. Thus, the Welsh tales of Arthur may represent the original and earliest recollection of the legendary king.

			


			

				In any event, references exist to leaders who rose up and unified Britain to some degree before the time of Arthur. One is a man known to history as Vortigern, who came to power sometime in the first half of the 5th Century and is mentioned in multiple historic texts. Vortigern may not have been his real name, since that translates to “Supreme King” in Brythonic. The interchange of names with titles is a somewhat common occurrence in history. For example, Genghis Khan’s birth name was Temüjin, and the title he is known by means “Universal Ruler.”

			


			

				Another early British ruler is Ambrosius Aurelius (or Aurelianus in some works, as well as several other iterations), who, around the time of 470, may have successfully stymied the advance of the Angles and the Saxons for a period of time. Ambrosius Aurelius clearly has Roman lineage and is mentioned in multiple early texts. In fact, Gildas places him at the battle of Badon.

			


			

				However, many historians dismiss a historical Arthur out of hand, often suggesting the Arthurian myth was the British answer to the French legend of Charlemagne. Indeed, by the time Geoffrey wrote his work, the conquering Anglo-Saxons had been themselves defeated by the Normans in 1066. The Normans, who traced their dominance back to Charlemagne - the founder of the French Empire - viewed the British as a rich but backward state. The emergence of Arthur provided the British with their own prominent national hero, of which even the Normans could express pride.

			


			

				The king’s name is also subject of dispute, since Arthur is not a natural given British name. Some researchers have argued Arthur is a derivative of the Roman “Artorius.” Others, however, have suggested the name originates in the Brythonic word Arth, which, as noted, means “Bear.” The Celts historically had ascribed animal names to their leaders (as an example, Uther Pendragon can be translated to “Terrible Dragon”), and over time, the true leader of the Britons could have become known primarily by this moniker. It might also be noted the Latin word for bear is “ursus.” Thus, both “Arth” and “ur” arguably have origins in the word “Bear.”

			


			

				There is little doubt why Arthur is so difficult to find, even if one goes looking closely. The victors ultimately write the history, and in the end, Arthur fought on the losing side. In fact, if Arthur lived and ruled the Britons, he helped delay the Anglo-Saxon conquest of the island by decades. Clearly, they had no motivation to recognize such a nemesis. But the Anglo-Saxons did eventually prevail, and the evidence is obvious by merely glancing at a map: the Angles called their territory “Engla Land,” or “Land of the Angles,” which eventually became England.

			


			

				Some researchers have suggested a northern Arthur based in or around Scotland, and in fact, enough archaeological and literary evidence makes that claim entirely feasible. Contemporary writers such as Norma Lorre Goodrich made a sound argument that Arthur’s exploits were centered along Hadrian’s Wall, the 2nd Century Roman barrier designed to separate Scotland and Britain. But one major objection exists: The North didn’t need Arthur in the same way the South did. The rough, mountainous terrain of Scotland made invasions difficult, and the Picts established themselves as formidable foes. After numerous failed assaults, most believe the Romans built Hadrian’s Wall to keep the Picts out of Britain, not the other way around.

			


			

				In addition, what historical documents exist suggest Arthur’s army fought primarily the Saxons, who did not invade Scotland. It was Angle tribes who attempted to take Scotland, and even they did not come in overwhelming force. While the Picts proved troublesome to the Romans, they had their own issues with the invading Scots, who eventually joined with the Picts to create Scotland. Together, the alliance between Picts and Scots displayed tenacity and strength, and they were not conquered until English King Edward I defeated William Wallace’s forces at the Battle of Falkirk in 1298.

			


			

				For those who dismiss Arthur as entirely fictional, there is one curious historical occurrence worth noting. Until the 6th Century, the name “Arthur” did not exist in any British records. Then, in the late 500s, at least six British genealogies include children named Arthur. Certainly, someone appears to have inspired a name heretofore virtually unknown on the British island.

			


			

				For those who believe an actual person was the inspiration behind the adventures of King Arthur, researchers have proposed a number of historical figures for consideration.

			


			

				Geoffrey Ashe, for example, has suggested a little-known individual named Riothamus, who supposedly invaded Gaul sometime around 468. Riothamus was likely not his real name, since it Latinizes the British term that would translate to “Supreme King,” much the same as Vortigern. Riothamus’s actions would fit Geoffrey’s description, who wrote that Arthur fought in Gaul and ruled during the reign of Leo. In fact, Leo I presided over Constantinople from 457 through 474. However, Ashe’s arguments don’t explain why the King of the Britons took his army and crossed the English Channel while the Anglo-Saxons were running rampant through his own country. In addition, some have pointed out Riothamus is described as “King of the Brittones,” which more likely means the king of the Britons in Armorica, located on the continent, rather than on the British island.

			


			

				Several writers, including Graham Phillips, have nominated Owain Ddantgwyn, the king of Powys around 500 CE, as the historical Arthur. Owain, who was known as “The Bear” (Arth) in Brythonic, rose to power at about the right time frame for an Arthur figure to emerge and ruled during a time when the Anglo-Saxon advance was stymied. But while Phillips and co-researcher Martin Keatman make a strong case that Owain was in a strategically important position in the right time in history, others argue there’s little evidence Owain was but a minor figure who lacked the influence and authority to unite the fractured British. The lineage of the Powys monarchs has created something of a debate among historians, casting some doubt that Owain was in the position Phillips claims.

			


			

				Another proposed candidate is Artuir ap Pedr, a Welsh king who ruled sometime around 550 CE. Artuir ap Pedr’s most notable claim may be that his name is pronounced the same as Arthur, and his exploits bear some similarity to Arthurian legend. However, Artuir ap Pedr was not known for his fighting skills, and his rule coincides with the time the Anglo-Saxons greatly expanded their rule across Britain. More likely, some researchers suggest, Artuir ap Pedr was named after an Arthur who came before him.

			


			

				One theory deserving of serious consideration is that Ambrosius Aurelius was the figure on which the Arthur legacy is based. Ambrosius is generally accepted as an actual person, and his legacy - holding back the Anglo-Saxons from invading the whole of Briton - is remarkably similar to Arthur’s accomplishments. In addition, the timing of his exploits (as well as most 5th Century British history) is uncertain enough to put him in the same general time frame as Arthur. In fact, Ambrosius is the only individual specifically named by Gildas to have fought at the battle of Badon in a manuscript that dates to the 6th Century, within the living memory of such a conflict. Others have suggested Ambrosius and Riothamus were the same person and Ambrosius came to Britain following his career on the continent. Nevertheless, most experts believe Ambrosius was too early for Arthur and his rise to power too short. Perhaps the biggest strike against Ambrosius is that he has no obvious link to the name “Arthur,” or even Artorius, outside of each name beginning with “A.” Why a well-known figure would be referred to under an alias is curious at best.

			


			

				An interesting theory suggests two figures - Cadell and Riocatus - merged over time to become the basis of Arthur. It’s been suggested both were grandsons of Vortigern. Cadell, who possibly served as the king of Powys, was known as Cadell of the Gleaming Hilt (reminiscent of Arthur’s famous sword Excalibur), while Riocatus was the “King of Battles.” Again, how two people become one, neither with any tie to the name Arthur, argues against this notion, but it is a compelling proposition.

			


			

				One last candidate is Arthwys ap Mor, King of the Pennines, who lived from approximately 450 to 520. The Pennines is a range of hills and mountains separating Northwest England from Yorkshire and Northeast England, so Arthwys would be the most northern candidate on this short list. Arthwys’s exploits are unfortunately not well-documented, but historians have noted Nennius’ twelve battles could easily be placed in northern locations, and Arthwys would also be perfectly positioned to fight an eastern campaign. In addition, his name could clearly have been adapted to Arthur over time.

			


			

				A slew of other candidates has been proposed as well, ranging from Lucius Artorius Castus, a Roman warrior in the 2nd Century, to the English Athelstan in the 10th Century. In addition, several Scottish figures have been named as candidates by those who advocate for a northern Arthur, including Artuir mac Aedain, who died in battle in 582, and more recently a figure named Arthur in Rhynie in Aberdeenshire, who possibly served as King of the Picts for seven years.

			


			

				Several of these contenders can be eliminated by either chronology or geography, but it is possible the iconic monarch we today know as Arthur was partially inspired by their exploits. The Arthur of legend has undoubtedly gained attributes from multiple historical figures. However, to most researchers, whoever was the “real” Arthur had to be situated in a certain place in history: Following the Roman exodus, with Britain on the brink of defeat and needing a leader to unite them against the Angles, the Saxons, and other invaders. If Arthur did not preserve British heritage long enough to have a role in shaping the culture of Britain, there is no historical need for such a figure.

			


			

				Much of the most well-known props of Arthur’s reign are likely more fancy than fact. The glittering castle of Camelot, the magical sword Excalibur, the jousts and chivalry of the Knights of the Round Table - all appear to be more medieval Romance invention than 5th Century reality. Still, the truth is, if there was a real Arthur, he would have needed a base from which to rule, a weapon with which to fight, and allies to battle his enemies, suggesting even the most whimsical aspects of Arthurian legend may have some historical context. That has led to a centuries-old investigation by archaeologists, linguists, and other scholars and researchers into discovering the “real” Arthur. Their findings have been, in turn, exhilarating, incomplete, and maddeningly contradictory.

			


			

				In any case, the events that occurred following the Roman exodus of Britain have been the stuff of legends and national pride. It has inspired authors, artists, and more recently filmmakers across generations. The Arthurian tradition remains rich and varied and will likely continue to draw interest throughout the world into the foreseeable future.

			


			

				King Arthur, whoever he was, is as well known a figure that has ever existed - or perhaps, not.

			


			

				 

			


		




			

				Chapter 2 - Morgan Le Fay

			


			

				 

			


			

				Without me, the Matter of Britain would not exist. You see, without me, there would be no Merlin, and without Merlin, there would certainly be no Arthur. But through the ages, I have received none of the credit - only blame for what went wrong. But that history was written by men, and even worse, mostly by monks. They needed a villain, so that is how I was unfairly painted.

			


			

				Unfortunate, but typical.

			


			

				I am Morgan Le Fay, Guardian of the Gate Between Life and Death, Protector of Those who are Just, the Keeper of the Wisdom of the Celts and the Britons. I helped guide those who sought my advice and saved the life of more than one warrior whose spirit tilted on the brink. I helped shape history.

			


			

				I am the Queen of Avalon.

			


			

				Most today think of me as the lying, scheming, and conniving villain of Arthur’s story. That depiction is so far from the truth that it’s laughable. But considering the shapers of the tale, utterly predictable. However, trust me, there are more than enough ne’er-do-wells in this story to suffice.

			


			

				I was not always the villain. Early tales of Arthur labeled me a fairy queen, a water spirit, or even a goddess. Though the authors of those accounts did not understand the true nature of my being, they portrayed me accurately as my magical and benevolent self. There was much truth in what they wrote.

			


			

				But the early Church could not allow such blasphemy - a woman with power and consequence! What would that do to their male-centric world? Such a depiction could not stand. Little men with even smaller penises cast my legacy aside and turned me into some evil witch. These men were cowards. Only their priestly robes gave them power, and they used that influence to subjugate women. Women, they decreed, were good only for sex, for childbearing, and for serving the needs of men. Women with power were inherently evil and needed to be banished into the dark corners of history.

			


			

				I was demonized.

			


			

				I was not the only one subject to this treatment, mind you. Pope Gregory turned Mary Magdalene, one of the most devoted followers of Christ, into a prostitute. For his fine work, he earned the label Pope Gregory “the Great” – unsurprisingly, a title given him exclusively by men. It’s not as though the Church hid their misogynistic intent. “Saint” Timothy in the Church’s “Holy” Bible was quite clear: “Let a woman learn in silence with all submissiveness. I permit no woman to teach or to have authority over men; she is to keep silent.” Check for yourself if you do not believe:1 Timothy 2:11-12. To this day, that represents one of the Church’s “proofs” that women cannot serve as priests.

			


			

				Bah!

			


			

				The only people who made out worse than women in the Church were prepubescent boys. But that’s a tale for another day.

			


			

				However, I digress.

			


			

				The Romance writers of the Middle Ages gladly followed the Church’s lead. They turned me into a malevolent enchantress enraged with petty jealousies and evil plots. I was cast as Arthur’s evil half-sister, who planned his demise. It was I who bore the responsibility for the fall of Britain to the Anglo-Saxons.

			


			

				None of this, of course, could be further from the truth. First of all, I am certainly not the daughter of Igraine. I am not human at all and take on a human shape only to better interact with those mortals who walk the Earth. Nor did I bear any ill will toward Arthur. Indeed, his enduring legacy is my greatest success. Losing that noble King before his time was my biggest regret. The fall of his kingdom was not the work of some unseen spell, but the product of the irrational conflicts of men and their hunger for power. Not one of them could work for the greater good, or for their own self-preservation, for that matter.

			


			

				This is the story of the Arthur who, for a short, glorious time, preserved the Britain I loved. I may appear only sporadically in the story of Arthur. But rest assured, Arthur is my story, as well as his. And even today, this continues to be my saga.

			


			

				 

			


		




			

				Chapter 3 - Roman Exodus

			


			

				 

			


			

				410 CE

			


			

				The two onlookers watched ruefully as the last of the Roman troops boarded the Corbitas that would transport them back to Rome, on orders of Emperor Honorius. The soldiers never broke lines and never looked back. Many had served on British soil for decades.

			


			

				“I don’t expect the army to return,” the older man, bent slightly at the waist, said. “I hear the Visigoths have reached the gates of Rome. The Empire is crumbling. The Romans have had a good run, but the world changes before our eyes.”

			


			

				The young boy next to him intently studied the scene. Quintus Aurelius had just turned ten years old and barely understood the tectonic power shifts occurring around him, much less across the globe.

			


			

				“Grandfather,” he asked, “do you think we will be better off, or worse?”

			


			

				Albanus Aurelius sighed, looking far into the distance. The old man had come from noble Roman stock. His ancestor, Marcus Aurelius, had ruled the Empire from 161 through 180 CE. Marcus Aurelius was the last emperor of the Pax Romana, an era of relative peace and stability. In a time now seemingly long ago, Marcus Aurelius had been dubbed the “Philosopher King.” Those had been far better days for the empire, now nearly decimated and under attack from all sides.

			


			

				The Aurelius name still held some sway in Roman culture, but now, more than a thousand miles away on an island abandoned by the empire, its influence would be sorely tested.

			


			

				“We will see what the future holds,” Albanus finally said. “The Britons will have a choice to unify or not. If they cannot overcome their insignificant differences and work together as a nation, I fear we will face a dark time ahead. Enemies on all sides lie in wait if they fail. They will be more than pleased to snatch Britain from under their bickering feet. But perhaps a leader will rise up and allow these people to discover their own greatness.”

			


			

				Quintus could hear the concern in his grandfather’s voice.

			


			

				“I hope they can work together,” the boy said. “Maybe we can help them.”

			


			

				Albanus smiled and looked into the distance.

			


			

				“Perhaps,” he acknowledged. “No one knows what our destiny may be. But we must be prepared for any outcome.”

			


			

				In truth, as the empire decayed, Roman forces had been leaving Britain for more than thirty years. While the British had become more self-sufficient and self-governing, they had also become more suspect to attack from outside forces. The heads of the British civitates - the local governing bodies under the empire - had pleaded with Emperor Honorius for aid. But with Honorius already contending with invading barbarians and a challenge from the self-proclaimed Western Roman Emperor Constantine III, he was in no position to offer assistance. Soon thereafter, he instead recalled what troops remained.

			


			

				While Roman order would likely provide a modicum of stability for some short amount of time, cracks appeared even now. Britain had already broken itself into four provinces, rather than a single entity. The British tribal structure would put additional pressure on even that structure. The rise of petty kingdoms was all but inevitable.

			


			

				Albanus recognized the wide chasms that existed among Britain’s residents. Romanized culture versus the native Celtic way of living represented one hurdle, but there were many others as well. He wondered whether the Britons could find a path forward to survive.

			


			

				 

			


			

				.     .     .

			


			

				 

			


			

				Christianity was still evolving in the early 5th Century, resulting in a splintered faith. Conflict existed between the more orthodox views represented by Augustine of Hippo and Pope Innocent, and the opposing beliefs expressed by the British monk Pelagius. Pelagius’s view that individuals had free will and could have a personal relationship with God without the intervention of a priest was considered heretical by the mainstream Church. Pelagius found a significant number of followers in Britain, splitting the island not only politically, but religiously as well. Compounding this division were the ancient Celtic beliefs that clashed with the rise of Christianity. While Celtic practices had been suppressed during the Roman occupation, they had begun to rise again and became more public as the empire lost its grip on the island.

			


			

				 

			


			

				.     .     .

			


			

				 

			


			

				Albanus knew religious and political differences were only the beginning of the post-Roman challenges. With Britain no longer protected by the empire, the threat of invasion by foreign forces became a much more realistic probability. That peril only exacerbated internal tensions.

			


			

				“We have many challenges if we are to continue to exist as an independent land,” Albanus concluded. “The Romans have left. But what is to come is difficult to say. I wonder whether Britain can navigate the coming storm and emerge safely on the other side.”

			


			

				Albanus and Quintus watched until the last Roman boarded the final ship and departed the shores of Britain. As Albanus suspected, the Romans would never return to Britain. Indeed, the empire itself would be decimated and cease to exist before the beginning of the next century.

			


			

				In Britain, the Dark Ages had arrived.

			


			

				 

			


		




			

				Chapter 4 - Two Dragons

			


			

				 

			


			

				447 CE

			


			

				Vortigern was a British warlord and king of the Britons who ruled in the first half of the 5th Century. He has at best a checkered reputation. While he deserves credit for uniting the British to some extent following the Roman exodus, he made the fatal error of inviting Germanic tribes to Britain to help fight the Picts, the Scots, and the Irish. Gildas excoriated him and blamed him for the loss of Britain. Gildas called him the “proud usurper” (“superbo tyranno”) though it is not clear he actually used the name Vortigern. Two existing manuscripts of Gildas’s work name him, but most omit his name.

			


			

				Writing in the mid-8th Century, the Benedictine monk Bede wrote the Ecclesiastical History of the English People and The Reckoning of Time. He paraphrases much of Gildas’s work but specifically names Vortigern, first calling him Vertigernus, and later Vurtigernus. Some scholars suggest the Vertigernus form may reflect an earlier Celtic source or lost version of Gildas’s work. Bede also definitively called Vortigern the king of the British people, a point where Gildas was vague.

			


			

				Later, Nennius added significant detail regarding Vortigern in the History of the Britons, casting him in a far more negative light. Vortigern is also named as the British leader in at least one battle with Saxon leaders Hengist and Horsa in The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. Vortigern’s story is eventually adopted and expanded in Geoffrey of Monmouth’s History of the Kings of Britain.

			


			

				Vortigern’s name is inscribed in a stone pillar dated to the mid-9th Century listing the rulers of the kingdom of Powys. To the consternation of Arthurian scholars, damage to the column caused the loss of multiple lines of inscription. The pillar stands on open ground overlooking the Valle Crucis (Valley of the Cross) Abbey in Llangollen and was originally in the shape of a cross. It is now called the Pillar of Eliseg.

			


			

				 

			


			

				.     .     .

			


			

				 

			


			

				Since the departure of the Romans, Britain had slowly become more and more tumultuous. While parts of the island remained Romanized, other sections had given way to native Celtic influences. The Roman provinces shattered into regional kingdoms with uncertain loyalties. The petty monarchs who governed these shifting realms much preferred bickering with each other than working together to create a common defense. Foreigners thirsty for more land found Britain a far too easy and inviting target.

			


			

				Out of this chaos emerged Vitalinus, the “Supreme King” of Briton, better known by his title: Vortigern. But strife challenged his reign. He faced constant threats by the Picts from the North, the Irish from the West, Britons still holding Roman allegiance, and Germanic tribes eying the eastern coast.

			


			

				Vortigern’s British allies proved fickle and unreliable. Yet he had cobbled together a coalition of regional kings to fight the various threats and built as much of an army as he was capable. But he realized he needed to establish defensive positions from which his forces could withstand constant attacks. To accomplish this, he had ordered a series of hill forts repaired and fortified.

			


			

				One site, however, had been plagued by difficulties since construction began. Dinas Emrys, a strategically located fortress rising two hundred fifty feet above Gwynned in northwest Wales, resisted all efforts at repair. Frustrated by repeated delays, Vortigern himself arrived at the site one morning to assess the beleaguered endeavor. Leaving the rest of his contingent behind, he dismounted from his horse and walked to the area of construction.

			


			

				“We seem to be making little progress,” Vortigern scowled as he surveyed the scene. A large section of the stone ramparts and tower had collapsed, and the ground had given way beneath it.

			


			

				“We’ve rebuilt this wall a dozen times,” the supervising foreman responded. “But no matter what we do, the ground caves in each time.”

			


			

				Vortigern scrutinized the site and pondered his options.

			


			

				“There is the scent of some devilry here,” he concluded, and turned toward his guards. “This is unnatural. Go to the nearby town and find a boy we can sacrifice to the Gods and appease whatever dissatisfies them.”

			


			

				The guards paused for a moment, but by now had learned not to question the volatile British leader. Following Vortigern’s directive, a contingent of soldiers descended the hill fort and rode to the town of Beddgelert, a small nearby village with only a few hundred residents. The soldiers’ coming drove most of the residents into their homes, fearing a potential attack. But one person did not seek shelter. A young boy of perhaps twelve years of age stood outside along the rough road that led through the town.

			


			

				“Who are you, boy?” one soldier barked.

			


			

				“My name is Ambrosius Aurelius, son of Quintus,” the child said in a firm voice that belied his young age.

			


			

				“Come with us,” the soldier ordered. “You are wanted by the king.”

			


			

				“I suspected as much,” Ambrosius answered confidently, drawing the inquisitive gaze of the warrior.

			


			

				Ambrosius climbed onto the horse of one of the younger soldiers and was escorted to the top of the hill fort. By the time he arrived, workers had assembled a crude stake surrounded by dry wood, easily combustible. Two soldiers led Ambrosius wordlessly toward the place where he would be sacrificed by fire.

			


			

				“Why am I here?” Ambrosius finally asked.

			


			

				“You are to be sacrificed to the gods so we can finish construction of our fortifications,” he was told flatly by the soldier leading him to the stake.

			


			

				Ambrosius stopped, resisting the pull of his two captors. The boy looked directly at Vortigern, who stood humorlessly nearby.

			


			

				“It is not the gods that destroy your fortress,” Ambrosius said firmly in a raised voice. “The sacrifice of my life or any others that will come after me will not change the outcome. But I can tell you how to proceed so you can complete your work.”

			


			

				Vortigern looked at the boy skeptically. The dark-haired Ambrosius was unremarkable, his still developing body scrawny and lean. Nevertheless, after a moment, the king slowly approached him.

			


			

				“What did you say, boy?” the supreme king asked.

			


			

				“Your fortress collapses not because the gods are angry,” Ambrosius said once again. “It is unseen forces below, not above, that doom your efforts.”

			


			

				Vortigern studied the cocksure young boy carefully, not sure what to make of Ambrosius’s unshakeable confidence.

			


			

				“Of what forces do you speak?” the king pressed, thinking the boy may be mad.

			


			

				“Of the forces beneath the earth where we stand,” Ambrosius answered, unfazed by Vortigern’s gaze. “Two dragons are locked in mortal battle beneath us, and the never-ending fight destabilizes the land on which this fortress stands.”

			


			

				“Dragons?” Vortigern mocked, mirth in his voice. “I believe you suffer from wild imaginings, boy. I have no patience for such nonsense. You are wasting my time.”

			


			

				Ambrosius continued to look at the king with steely resolve.

			


			

				“You have no time to keep your fortress from continuing to collapse?” Ambrosius asked. “It seems to me you will waste far more time rebuilding this compound a dozen more times before you finally abandon the effort. Meanwhile, I am sure the Irish would be glad to claim this land for their own, which they will if you continue in your obstinance.”

			


			

				“Watch it, boy,” Vortigern said harshly. “You speak to your king. I can have you killed with a word.”

			


			

				“My apologies if I am impertinent,” Ambrosius said. “But you appear to plan to have me executed in any event. Let me ask, what do you have to lose outside of a few hours to see if I speak the truth? Have your laborers dig ten feet to your left, and then ten feet down. You will discover your evidence by day’s end. If I am wrong, I will be glad to serve as your sacrifice, and I will light the fire myself.”

			


			

				Vortigern considered his options. He was at his wit’s end and had more pressing issues than constantly rebuilding a fort that refused to stay in one piece. After a few minutes, and much pacing, he turned to the laborers who awaited his decision.

			


			

				“Dig,” Vortigern said. “Where the boy says.”

			


			

				The king then turned to Ambrosius.

			


			

				“You better be right,” he snapped, “or I will make sure you burn to ashes. Your family may join you if I am still unsatisfied.”

			


			

				Vortigern turned and walked away. After some muttering, workers retrieved their picks and shovels and began to excavate the damp area, looking skeptically at the young boy whose claim had caused this unnecessary and ridiculous labor.

			


			

				“Dragons, my ass,” one muttered under his breath. “If we find dragons under here, I’ll fly off this hill myself.”

			


			

				“Vortigern must be losing his damned mind to believe this boy,” the other agreed. “Who is he anyway? The king was going to set him on fire five minutes ago.”

			


			

				“Maybe he still will once we dig up his imaginary beasts,” the first concluded. “If he doesn’t, maybe the dragons will.”

			


			

				The laborers shared a laugh, but not given a vote on whether or not to dig, they continued their task. As their shoveling continued, the ground became loose and wet and gave way easily. More than once, workers lost their footing as the soil washed out below them.

			


			

				Vortigern became impatient, but Ambrosius remained calm and steadfast.

			


			

				“How much longer do we continue this folly, boy?” the king said. “My good nature wears thin. If we keep this up much longer, I’ll lose my laborers.”

			


			

				“Just a few more feet,” Ambrosius said assuredly, smiling inwardly at the thought that Vortigern considered himself “good natured.”

			


			

				Vortigern’s skepticism grew, but he allowed the excavation to continue.

			


			

				Much to their own surprise, the workers found an astounding site about ten feet below the surface, just as Ambrosius predicted. They first struck what was thought to be a rock, but upon further investigation, it had much more structure. Over the next few minutes, all the excavators hit upon the same hard white substance and uncovered more and more of what lay beneath. As they did so, a strange sight came into view, one that attracted the attention of all standing on the top of the fortress. Even Vortigern himself came to examine the scene, with additional details exposed one shovel of dirt at a time.

			


			

				Several hours of hard work revealed more and more of the panorama. Extra laborers joined the effort to expedite the process. Shovels were eventually abandoned as workers carefully used their hands to expose the tableau. It was near nightfall when the true majesty of the site came into view. The preserved skeletons of two beasts - twenty feet in length, with ferocious tails and powerful jaws - lay locked in mortal combat. The one had its dagger-like teeth clenched around its opponent’s neck, while the other’s powerful claws tore into the foe’s belly. The two had battled until the death.

			


			

				“Fucking dragons,” the worker said under his breath. “The boy was right.”

			


			

				Over time, the dragons had become buried near an underground spring. Their macabre last moment, frozen in place over the millennia, had caused the ground to give way where it met the spring. The underground instability caused the soil to shift, especially in rainy conditions and when placed under stress - such as when the weight of a fortress wall was built on the surface.

			


			

				The shadows had grown long by now, so a torch was passed down in order that workers could better illuminate the scene. The laborer nearest the beasts brought the torch close to the skeletons for a better view. Suddenly, the flame burst larger in a flash fire, knocking the workers on their back and burning the hands and face of the unfortunate one holding the torch. While several of his companions hurriedly moved to him to provide aid, a few others snickered happily that they were not the ones assigned the torch.

			


			

				“There are your dragons,” Ambrosius said to Vortigern, peering over the now enormous ditch. “Remove them and reroute the spring, and your construction can continue without further incident.”

			


			

				Vortigern stood, looking at both the spectacle and boy in wonder. Ambrosius returned his gaze assuredly and comfortably.

			


			

				“How did you know?” the king asked.

			


			

				“Sometimes,” Ambrosius answered cryptically, “you must look past what your eyes can see to what lies beyond. Not all is always what it appears to be.”

			


			

				Vortigern, of course, failed to realize he was not looking at dragons, and exactly what Ambrosius knew would go untold.

			


			

				 

			


			

				.     .     .

			


			

				 

			


			

				It would not be until many centuries later that archaeologists would identify dracoraptors, who roamed what eventually became Wales two hundred million years prior, during the Early Jurassic Period. Spanning twenty feet in length, an adult dracoraptor boasted long, strong hind limbs. The carnivore’s name, appropriately, means “Dragon’s Robber” in Latin.

			


			

				In the 5th Century, neither laborers nor kings understood underground methane pockets - colorless and odorless - created by decaying organic material were explosively flammable given the proper mix of oxygen, fuel, and a source of ignition.

			


			

				 

			


			

				.     .     .

			


			

				 

			


			

				On this day, however, dragons had robbed the dracoraptors of their glory and astounded a king at his wit’s end, and a small blast caused by a release of methane had dispelled any doubts of those who observed the sequence of events. Together, the skeletons and sudden flame convinced all that dragons indeed caused the fortress’s collapse.

			


			

				Vortigern quizzed Ambrosius about how he could foretell the location of the dragons, and what other information he could provide. But Ambrosius told the king little, relating a local folktale about the “dragons on the hill” and proclaiming he had no knowledge of things to come in the future.

			


			

				“I could hold you by force if I chose,” Vortigern told the boy.

			


			

				“You could, but you won’t,” Ambrosius answered. “I would be of no use to you as a fortune-telling slave. It would be unlikely that I could provide you with any useful information, and you would come to distrust anything I would say - especially after the first time I was proven wrong.”

			


			

				Ambrosius looked piercingly into Vortigern’s eyes.

			


			

				“But I do believe we will meet again,” he said. “Many years in the future.”

			


			

				Vortigern looked at the boy with a bemused expression.

			


			

				“I look forward to it,” the king finally said.

			


			

				“Perhaps not,” Ambrosius said as he descended the first rampart of the hill. “I fear the next time we meet will be in darker days and you will not rejoice at my coming.”

			


			

				Before Vortigern could reply, Ambrosius disappeared into the coming night. None could tell which direction he took, and when Vortigern sent guards to find Ambrosius once more, he was nowhere to be found. He had vanished as quickly as he had appeared. Vortigern’s laborers eventually completed repairs at Dinas Emrys, but the king could no longer further utilize the services of the mysterious Ambrosius.

			


			

				 

			


		




			

				Chapter 5 - The Saxon Advent

			


			

				 

			


			

				449 CE

			


			

				The mighty ships of the continental European forces slipped softly through the fog and mist of the North Sea. The Saxons had left the shores of northern Germania and charted a path to the southeast coast of the British island. They came armed and ready for battle.

			


			

				The Saxon ships rounded the continent and turned south, cutting a path toward the coast. Oarsmen powered the seventy-foot long boats through the choppy waters toward their destination. Though the small armada appeared at first to be an invading force, their arrival actually came by invitation.

			


			

				Despite fortifying the island as much as he could, Vortigern realized the fragility of his position. Enemies threatened from every border. In desperation, the supreme king made a deal with a devil of his own. He recruited Saxon tribes led by the brothers Hengist and Horsa to help defend Briton against the invading forces. In return, he promised them land in the southeast part of the island, generally in the region of Kent. Hengist and Horsa accepted Vortigern’s offer, and now six ships sped toward their new home.

			


			

				“We pay with our blood,” Hengist had promised Vortigern. “But we will shed the blood of far more of your enemies. Britain has not seen the likes of the Saxons.”

			


			

				Indeed, the Saxon promise of a stout defense at first proved true. Buoyed by the ferocity of the Saxon warriors, Vortigern drove back his foes. The Picts, for the most part, retreated beyond the borders of Hadrian’s Wall, while other enemies were held in check.

			


			

				But the Saxons quickly became dissatisfied with both their allies and compensation. The Germanic tribe members considered the Britons inferior fighters and lazy, leaving the most arduous work for their paid mercenaries. Over time, Hengist and Horsa reconsidered their position on the British island.

			


			

				“We should reassess the terms of our agreement,” Horsa said to his brother one evening. “This Vortigern and his pitiful army are nothing without our support.”

			


			

				“Here we are stuck in this little corner when there is an entire island to conquer,” Hengist replied. “Who is going to stop us?”

			


			

				“Certainly not the British.” Horsa laughed. “They’d much rather grow fat on their pottage than swing a sword to defend themselves. More likely they would stab themselves in their own ass than hit any of us!”

			


			

				The two brothers looked at each other, their plan to challenge their soon-to-be former allies developing in both their minds. There was no reason to be subservient to the inferior British. It was time to turn the tables on those who had invited them. If they didn’t want the Saxons in Britain, they never should have made the initial offer.

			


			

				Shortly thereafter, Hengist sent a note to his Saxon brethren in Germania. He instructed those he entrusted to deliver his missive to travel with all due haste. His message was direct and succinct.

			


			

				“The land given us is shit,” he wrote, “compared to the spoils we could enjoy elsewhere on the island. The British are indolent and disorganized, unable to fight or defend themselves. Britain is ours for the taking. Indeed, it is our birthright, and I call on my brethren to join me in this quest.”

			


			

				Months later, many more ships of war crossed the North Sea, filled with Saxon warriors thirsty for battle and land. They descended on Britain, intent on conquest. This time, they truly came as invaders.

			


			

				The Angles, who came from the Anglia Peninsula and landed further north, would soon follow their Germanic brethren. The Jutes would travel even further south than the Saxons and occupy the southern coast. All three tribes had their sights set on a land they saw as vulnerable and ready to be conquered, the inhabitants hopelessly fractured and weak. The Britons spent so much time in conflict with each other and their neighbors that they had overlooked the much more ominous threat.

			


			

				Vortigern had invited a voracious wolf inside the fold, and it now stood ready to attack.

			


			

				 

			


			

				.     .     .

			


			

				 

			


			

				By 455, the British and Saxons were in open warfare as the Germanic tribe flexed their strength and expanded their presence across the island. Frequent skirmishes broke out across the eastern part of Britain. The two sides finally met in a major conflict at the Battle of Aylesford in Kent, Vortigern leading the British troops against his one-time allies commanded by Hengist and Horsa.
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