
WIMBLEDON, THE CAMP AND THE BATTLE.

By RALPH NEVILL, F.S.A.

IN undertaking a paper on this subject, I profess

merely to give in short compass the little that is

known and has been said about this place, and such
considerations as have suggested themselves to me.

All that has been hitherto written about the camp
was well brought together by Mr. Tregellas, in a paper
published in 1866, in the Archccological Journal.

The Battle of Wimbledon, the first fight between
Saxon and Saxon in England, has been very ably

treated in an article on the West Saxon conquest of

Surrey, by our member Mr. Henry Elliot Maiden ; this

is published in the English Historical Review for 1886.

The precise date of the camp one has no means of

determining. Although later Koman camps Avere of

more various formation than sometimes imagined, we
may take it for certain that this is not Roman, since at

the only time that such a camp could be required in

this district, namely, at one of the two first invasions,

the form would certainly have been the orthodox
rectangular.

There was nothing in the contents found in the twenty-
three barrows that once existed, and that were examined
by Douglas in 1786, to determine the date of their forma-
tion, although he mentions one as having the appearance
of more ancient date. Mr. Tregellas mentions the
report that there was one barrow of cruciform shape;
further information as to this would be valuable.

One may take it for granted, that a spot so close to the
ancient road from London to Kingston would be to

some extent inhabited. This track which. Gale says,

ran from Streatham to Kingston, still exists in part as
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tlie Ridgeway ; Roman remains have been fomid in

Combe Wood, and many others at Kingston, anciently

named Moreford.

There is no authority for any date for camps of this

sort, but one may safely conclude, from the regular

shape (almost a true circle), that this was made as a war
camp and was not one of those entrenched to^vns that

are with certainty referred to a British date. These
latter were generally formed by selecting the most
inaccessible hill-top and forming vallum and fosse out

of the natural sides; they were generally also large

enough to form a refuge for the cattle.

The Roman camps, on the contrary, avoided the hill-

tops and were easily accessible to the roads. For the

same reason, any war camp, although naturally placed

in an un-dominated position, would be as handy as

possible for the line of march. I confess that such

well laid out, regular camps as this, to my mind, always
suggest the professional soldier, and seems therefore

more likely to belong to a late than to an early period.

It has been assumed, natm-ally enough, that the camp
is connected with the battle, but even if so, it of course

does not follow that an older British camp was not made
use of.

In the year a.d. 565, Ethelrcd succeeded to the

throne of Kent, which he filled for 53 years. Ceawlin
at the same time was King of Wessex and engaged in

the campaigns that so greatly extended his kingdom.
He, by-the-bye, reigned for 30 years, a fact worth
noting, as we are apt to look upon these Saxon days as

mere periods of disorder, whereas we know very well

how rare a jubilee reign such as Ethclred's was. Mr.

Maiden has shown very good reasons for supposing that

it was shortly before this date that the East Saxons got

possession of London, which up to this time had pro-

bably been the head of an independent state, extend-

ing far down into Surrey ; it doubtless embraced the

Waltons, Walworth, Wallington, Wallingham, &c., all

names denoting occupation by the Wealas or British.

Mr. Maiden points out, that the fall of London j)robably
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allowed the Kentish King to absorb this part of Surrey,

and brought him into contact with the West Saxons,

who at the same time were coming up from the west.

Records say that the two armies met at Wippan or

Wibbandune, that the Kentishmen were defeated and
driven back into Kent, and that two of their ealdormen,

Oslaf and Cnebba, were slain.

Camden states, that in his time there was a place here

called Bensbury, and suggests that Wimbledon is Wip-
pandune, and Bensbury Cnebbensbury.

In a charter of the year a.d. 967, mention is made
of Wymbedounington (undoubtedly Wimbledon) and
Benanberwe.
Now the latter form, which is older tlian that of

Bensbmy, is very much less suggestive of Cnebba, since

it would contain a double genitive hardly likely to occur

at that date, though perhaps possible. In the list of

places attached to Kemble's CodexDiplomaticiis^diVQ several

names bearing the prefix Benan, and in various parts of

the country. This proves that the form is not acci-

dental, although it does not preclude the possibility of

its being in all cases derived from Cnebba or a similar

name.
Mr. Maiden points out the improbability of the battle

having been here, owing to the closeness of the position

to the Kentish border and its distance from the West
Saxon, and the fact that it is not on a likely road. Mr.
Puttick, an ingenious Surrey antiquary of the beginning
of the century, suggested that the fight was at Worj^les-

don near Guildford, and the advance along the Merrow
Downs and the Hog's Back. This was undoubtedly the
main and natural communication between the east and
west of Southern England, before settled government
annihilated the Thames as an impediment to travel.

He, very fancifully, tries to make out that the local pro-

nunciation, " Werplesdon," or as he asserts, '' Werpes-
don " or " Wibsdon," is the descendant of Wippandune.
Now " Worple " is the well-known name for a bridle-

way, of which we have two instances at Wimbledon, in

the lower and upper Worple, and though it is possible
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for one word to push out another of similar sound but

unknown meaning, it is hardly safe to assume that such

is the case without some evidence. On the other hand,

Mr. Maiden has pointed out that there is a place called

Wipley adjoining Worplesdon. I may say that there

are some banks recorded here by Aubrey that may have

been boundaries of the British State against the West
Saxons, and that close to one of these on the other side

of the Hog's Back is Charles Hill, that might very well

be Ceawlin's Hill, following the analogy of undoubted
instances. The recent researches of General Pitt-Rivers

at Bokerly and Wans-dykes seem to show conclusively

that these great banks were made shortly after the

exodus of the Roman armies. Mr. Maiden suggests

another place, " Wipsedune," mentioned among the

boundaries of the Abbey of Chertsey. This was on the

present boundary of Berkshire and Surrey, north of

Chobham and close to the ancient camp at Broomhill

Huts or King's Hill, and upon the ancient Roman road

called the Devil's Highway, that leads to Silchester and

thence to Winchester and Salisbury. The moor adjoin-

ing has the suggestive name Engle Moor; and the name
King's Hill, if original, is also suggestive. Stukely tells

us Roman and British coins were found in this camp, so

that the camp itself is of earlier date.

Undoubtedly this is a likely place for a battle, and
the suggestion deserves the greatest consideration ; but,

on the whole, I do not see that there is anything much
against the claims of Wimbledon. In a newly-conquered

country, by no means easy of passage, progress from

Kent would probably be cautious, and we may well

suppose that both sides were racing to get to the land

south of London and to Kingston, a town afterwards so

important to the West Saxons that several of their

greatest monarchs were crowned on the sacred stone

that is still preserved there.

The road from Streatham would be a likely line of

march from Kent, and it is probable that the newly-

opened piece of country would be the object of dispute

rather than the barren heaths further west.
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With regard to the name Wimbledon, it has been
conjectured that it represents Wimbald's town, and it is

to be noted that GraftorCs Chronicle gives the form
Wilbaldowne. There is in Chesliire a Wimboldsley,
and elsewhere Wimbold's Trafford; and Kcmble gives

a Charter, No. 326, that mentions a Wigbaldincgton at

Appleford which adjoins Abingdon. Wigbald would
doubtless be the correct form of the personal name.
M's and B's are so often intruded into words for phonetic

reasons, that too much attention must not be paid to

their existence.

On the whole, the case for identification had better

perhaps be held as "unproven,'' since I cannot think
the evidence from the name Bensbury of nmch value.

There is another difficulty about that also. Is it likely

that the victorious army would liave troubled them-
selves to raise an elaborate tumulus over tlicir enemy ?

On the other hand, those who are loth to part with the

tradition may take the view that the beaten Kentishmen
retired to this, their nearest camj) of refuge, bearing
with them the body of their fallen alderman, and that

they here buried him and other warriors.

In either case, such hurried burial would account for

the absence of remains when the tumuli were opened by
Mr. Douglas, though he tells us that they had been
opened previously.

I should have mentioned that the Rev. Thos. Husfo,
in 1856, stated that he had seen numerous remains of

ancient hut circles on the heath, especially between the
cam^) and the windmill ; of these Mr. Tregellas could,

however, find no trace. It is jiossible that, as has
happened elsewhere, antiquity may have been ascribed
to what were the remains of the presence of two regi-

ments of Life Guards, who were encamj^ed here
for some months in 1810 previous to their departure for

Waterloo.

Wimbledon seems destined to be associated with the
art of war. I hope it may always be of the peaceful
nature to which we have been used, and that we may
never see that last desperate stand of the invaded
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Englishman located here by the author of the Battle

of Dorking.

At the meeting of the Society, Sir James Eamsay
stated that the camp could not possibly be of Saxon or

Danish origin, as it did not contain a mound. Such
a mound might very well have been levelled, and we
unfortunately see how easy it is to do this. The per-

manent fortresses of the Saxons undoubtedly contained

mounds, as in the early instance of Bamborough founded

by King Ida, but there is a great difference between
a war camp and a fortress. The fine round camp at

Winklebury, near Basingstoke, if not made by the

Saxons, was certainly occupied by them in force, as has

been proved by the researches of General Pitt-Rivers.

Sir James was also wrong in stating that all Roman
camps were necessarily quadrangular. This is true only

of the earlier legionary camps, but we have abundant

evidence in the Roman writers themselves, that in later

times the camps were often made after the fashion of

the barbarian auxiliaries of whom the army so largely

consisted.

Sir James expressed his view, which was advocated

also by others, that the camp was constructed by
Cassivelaunus to watch the progress of Cassar. This

argues an amount of prevision that seems hardly likely.

Moreover, the one thing that seems certain is, that

the camp was made to serve as a defence of London
against an enemy advancing from the south-west ; it has

no other strategic purpose.

It is quite possible, and I myself think probable, that

there was at this time a small town of London on the

south side of the river, and a hill-fort on the north side;

but, even if so, this southern town was probably of small

importance to anyone, and esj^ecially to Cassivelaunus

whose possessions were on the other side of the river. A
reference to the map will show at once that Wimbledon
lies in an angle quite out of the way for Caesar.

On the whole, bearing in mind the activity in con-

struction of works of defence that we now find

characterised the independent Romano-British States, I
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conclude that it is most likely that the camp was made
at that time as a bulwark of the British State of London
against their neighbours of Wessex. Any conclusions

of this sort must, however, be mere guesses, and it

seems unlikely that explorations can now clear the

matter up.

It is well here to record that the destruction antici-

pated by Mr. Tregellas has taken place, and that the

immense dyke that formerly existed on the east has

been filled in. It is difficult to control the indignation

that such a piece of Vandalism causes, especially when
perpetrated by those whose position entitles them to be
credited with some intelligence and culture.
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