[bookmark: _Hlk89910143]Dragon’s Head Prows: 
an assessment of the monument for the Battle of Benfleet

The town of Benfleet on the river Thames is probably not a name many would recognise but, sometime in 894 A.D., it was the site of a battle between the Anglo Saxons and Danes.[footnoteRef:1] A fort had been built there by the Danish leader Haesten in defiance of Alfred the Great,[footnoteRef:2] so the King of Wessex sent an army to sack the fortress. Over 1000 years later, a monument was erected in the town commemorating the victory.[footnoteRef:3] The aptly chosen ad imposing design is compounded by an informative description both of which neatly commemorate the Battle. Moreover, while by no means a pivotal moment in the history of England, the Battle of Benfleet holds a special place in the hearts of local people and this monument demonstrates a local interest in commemorating past events. [1:  The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, Trans. J. Ingram, (London, J.M. Dent & Sons, 1938), p. 40]  [2:  D. Woodruff, the Life and Times of Alfred the Great, (London, Book Club Associates, 1974), p. 89]  [3:  Paul Offord, ‘Viking ship sculpture arrives in Benfleet’, from https://www.echo-news.co.uk/news/local_news/3979500.viking-ship-sculpture-arrives-in-benfleet/; [accessed 2nd December 2021]] 

The monument itself takes the form of a ship’s prow, modelled after 9th century Danish longships, wrought out of metal and complete with a dragon’s head.[footnoteRef:4] This is obviously a reference to the Danes who fought at the battle and is an interesting choice as they, in fact, lost to the Saxons. However, the image of the longboat is incredibly iconic and immediately communicates a sense of what the monument represents – a Danish Viking invasion of some kind. Similarly to more recent war memorials, the longship also effectively communicates the era in which the commemorated event took place, especially to the casual observer. Another point of note is the ship’s metal construction. This is significant as it means the memorial will last for a long time without too much wear and tear. Undoubtedly, the local authority who erected the memorial will have chosen metal for this sort of reason as they would want the monument to remain in place, unscathed, for as long as possible. Two months after the initial installation, the council replaced the chain link fence around the ship with four foot tall metal railings.[footnoteRef:5] These add to the overall aesthetic as every other panel has a full longship’s outline set into it, complementing the larger ship and compounding the message it sends out. Sadly, the chief reason for the fencing is purely utilitarian: to try and prevent vandals from despoiling the monument. As such, it is clear that the monument’s artistic and aesthetic aspects are largely significant but were also tailored to work within the bounds of practical considerations. [4:  Offord, ‘Viking ship sculpture arrives in Benfleet’]  [5:  Echo News, ‘Battle of Benfleet memorial gets a fitting enclosure’, from https://www.echo-news.co.uk/news/local_news/4108614.battle-of-benfleet-memorial-gets-a-fitting-enclosure/; [accessed 2nd December 2021]] 

In addition to it the ship’s prow, the monument also displays an inscription explaining what is being commemorated. It reads:
[bookmark: _Hlk90234140]“The Battle of Benfleet
A.D. 894
The Danes occupied a fortified encampment
situated hereabouts
Their army was defeated and driven out
    by the troops of King Alfred the Great”[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Eastseaxe, Photograph of the Battle of Benfleet monument’s inscription, from https://www.facebook.com/EastseaxeVikings/photos/a.517791635523239/785896892046044/?type=3; [accessed 5th December 2021]] 

This inscription succinctly gives readers an impression of what took place and, thus, what the memorial represents. The language used is very simple and precise, geared towards being read quickly by people passing by while still remaining informative. Significantly, the inscription’s tone is remarkably neutral, neither regretful of the defeat or triumphant of the victory. There is no definitive reason for this other than the mindset of modern people. War is still a contentious subject and people do not want to be seen as glorifying it, rather keeping an objective stance of past battles. The previously noted neutrality of the inscription is a prime example of this. By contrast, the Anglo Saxon Chronicle recalls the Danes being “routed”[footnoteRef:7] before the Saxons “broke down”[footnoteRef:8] their camp, demonstrating how the commemoration of battles has changed in the last 1000 years as concepts like the glory of victory have given way to the horror of war. [7:  The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, p. 40]  [8:  Ibid., p. 40] 


Another important aspect of the monument is its location: beside the road from Benfleet Station to the High Street.[footnoteRef:9] Not only is this very close to the believed site of the battle, but the memorial is strikingly visible from both the road and passing trains. The former is true of most battle memorials as they tend to be placed close to the location where fighting took place which, in this case, is near where the Danes landed their ships after sailing down the Thames and where they established a fortified camp.[footnoteRef:10] The visibility of the monument feeds into the council’s desire to prompt people to learn more about and take pride in their local history.[footnoteRef:11] This is done by making the monument eye catching so people are encouraged to go and take a look at what it is and what it represents. In essence, the monument is aimed at local people – mainly those walking past or taking the train – in order to inspire them to connect with the history of their home and ancestors.  [9:  Offord, ‘Viking ship sculpture arrives in Benfleet’]  [10:  The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, p. 40]  [11:  Echo News, ‘Battle of Benfleet memorial gets a fitting enclosure’] 

Local interest in the battle was also fired in 2009 when Bernard Cornwell released his book ‘The Burning Land’ - part of the Last Kingdom series which follows a fictional character, Uhtred, during the reign of Alfred the Great.[footnoteRef:12] In the Burning Land the Battle of Benfleet is a seminal event at the close of the book, bringing a little known event into stark light.[footnoteRef:13] Notably, Cornwell himself grew up in Essex[footnoteRef:14] which is probably what inspired him to have Uhtred at Benfleet rather than with the King at Exeter.[footnoteRef:15] Sadly, however, Cornwell’s knowledge of the Battle appears to be and exception rather than the rule, in fact, the author of this essay lived near to and attended a school in Benfleet for 11 years and didn’t discover the monument or what it represented until a friend asked if they knew anything about it. Socially then, the Monument has been significant to an extent as knowledge of the event it commemorates exists and is remembered with pride by those who live nearby, although this interest peaked 14 years ago and has regrettably dwindled ever since.  [12:  B. Cornwell, The Burning Land, (London, Harper Collins, 2009)]  [13:  Cornwell, The Burning Land, pp. 362-372]  [14:  Bernard Cornwell, ‘About’, from http://www.bernardcornwell.net/about/; [accessed 4th December 2021]]  [15:  The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, p. 40] 

	The overarching conclusion that can be reached on the monument to the Battle of Benfleet is that while it stands as an appropriate and distinct commemoration of the event it has not been, historically, that significant. The longship conveys a striking impression to those who see it and the concise, yet clear, inscription reminds them of an all but forgotten event in a muddy field a millennium ago. Despite this, further interest in the event has become limited to those who were already fascinated by Anglo Saxon England limiting the significance of the monument to a somewhat considerable degree.

Word Count: 1012

Bibliography
[bookmark: _Hlk89909390]Cornwell, B., The Burning Land, (London, Harper Collins, 2009)
The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, Trans. J. Ingram, (London, J.M. Dent & Sons, 1938)
[bookmark: _Hlk89909513]Woodruff, D., The Life and Times of Alfred the Great, (London, Book Club Associates, 1974)

Webliography
Benfleet Community Archive, ‘The Battle of Benfleet, The Local Perspective’, from https://www.benfleethistory.org.uk/content/browse-articles/topics/historic-benfleet/the_battle_of_benfleet; [accessed 3rd December 2021]
Bernard Cornwell, ‘About’, from http://www.bernardcornwell.net/about/; [accessed 4th December 2021]
Echo News, ‘Battle of Benfleet memorial gets a fitting enclosure’, from https://www.echo-news.co.uk/news/local_news/4108614.battle-of-benfleet-memorial-gets-a-fitting-enclosure/; [accessed 2nd December 2021]
Heritage Gateway, ‘Battle of Benfleet 893’, from https://www.heritagegateway.org.uk/Gateway/Results_Single.aspx?uid=f372c8e1-b268-4db6-acc5-68bad046c8f2&resourceID=19191; [accessed 3rd December 2021]
[bookmark: _Hlk89910356]Paul Offord, ‘Viking ship sculpture arrives in Benfleet’, from https://www.echo-news.co.uk/news/local_news/3979500.viking-ship-sculpture-arrives-in-benfleet/; [accessed 2nd December 2021]
Eastseaxe, Photograph of the Battle of Benfleet monument’s inscription, from https://www.facebook.com/EastseaxeVikings/photos/a.517791635523239/785896892046044/?type=3; [accessed 5th December 2021]

