
You may think that medieval times have no 
place in a modern city such as Brisbane but 
there are a number of communities that make 
reliving the past their hobby. The Society for 
Creative Anachronism (SCA) is an international 
organisation with footholds around the globe. 

Within Brisbane we have the Barony of River Haven 
and St Florian De La Riveriea. From those groups 
spawned many others, each with their own focus and 
style. Other historical re-enactment groups such as 
the Company of the Phoenix and the Knights Order 
of Lion Rampant also call Brisbane home. Going and 
speaking to these medieval living history groups in 
Brisbane taught me a lot about history and those 
who live it. 

The Baronness of River Haven invited me along to 
one of their weekly meetings. It’s not all medieval 
merriment for the members of River Haven, as I 
found out sitting in on their Baronial council. Woes 
of modern society plague this medieval group. They 
have power bills, things broken in the hall, a roof that 
needs repairing, a lawsuit waging war on the SCA in 
America and sashes that need to be made.
The Knights Order of Lion Rampant meet every 
Sunday at Prentice Park in Lutwyche for fighter 
practice. It was there that I met their founder Damien 
Fegan and his squire Ashley Dean. 

Ashley Dean, part time sales assistant with aims to 
one day become a knight, showed me photos of his 
war wounds. He was stabbed just below the eye and 
cut across the head.
“It’s full combat”, he explained. “Everything is blunted 
and rounded off to a five cent point so that it can’t 
pierce the skin”. 
Despite their stringent safety standards, the knights 
of Lion Rampant accrue more than mere flesh 
wounds in their medieval duals. ”The worst story 
I heard” Ashley said “was that a guy was fighting 
someone else with a spear but they took a sharp 
spear into the tournament and it cut him. Basically 
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opened his gut up”.
“Tim Dawson had a punctured lung”, Damien 
continued. “Brendan got a cross-guard through the 
face”. 
Brendan is okay now and with the help of a rather 
talented plastic surgeon only has a small scar on his 
cheek to show for it. He is still fighting. “Accidents 
happen”, Damien explained. 

Don’t be too quick to don the medieval armour you 
may have lying in your basement and race off to start 
hitting people with swords. In order to be allowed to 
fight on the field you must first become a squire or 
an errand boy and learn the ropes. Fighters train for 
over a year before they are allowed to duel. Modern 
day knights also need insurance.

Despite the precautions these groups take, medieval 
martial arts has become too much of a risk for 
insurance companies. “Public liability has killed off 
most of the public events in Queensland”, Damien 
explained. “It is a potentially fatal past time”.

But it’s not just about grown men fighting each other 
with metal swords. “It becomes a bit more complex 
than throwing on a mail shirt and going out and 

beating people up”, said Damien. It is about re-living 
history, as authentically as possible. This includes 
knowing things like the slight differences between 
Spanish and French armour in the 14th century or 
understanding the way that their shoes were made. 

“You’re combining theatre in the round with 
competitive martial arts and your parameters are set 
by history”, he continued. “A lot of it is just sorting 
through the mythology. It is probably one of the 
most mythologized eras in Western history”

Women are allowed to fight. They do have to dress 
as men though, for historical accuracy. The ladies are 
the adjudicators of the fighting and also provide a 
medieval audience. 

“There is an incredible romance to the medieval 
period. It’s got a massive amount of pageantry and 
colour”, Damien said as he tells me about what lured 
him into medieval re-enactment. “What is shown on 
TV or what is taught in pop culture is just absolute 
nonsense”

The members of historical re-enactment groups live 
history. There is an overwhelmingly large amount of 
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research put into their practices and performances.
“It’s getting into the knitty gritty. How they got 
dressed in the morning, what they were wearing, 
how did their clothes function”, Damien said. “You 
start looking through archeological reports and 
reproducing the pottery, glassware, everything”.
“I’m depicting a French knight bannerettes” said 
Damien. A bannerettes is a knight of high rank who 
was entitled to lead his small army into battle or a 
historical title given for bravery in battle. “We are into 
uber-nerd territory”, Damien admitted. “It’s what’s 
important to us, to be as authentic as possible”.

I’m told this doesn’t come cheap; authentic gear 
can total in the thousands of dollars. Most of the 
members try to make their past-time paraphernalia 
themselves. This can include tailoring, sewing and 
metal work. Not only do they have to try and make 
their own outfits and armour, they also have to 
research almost every element about it to make sure 
it is historically accurate.

The third medieval re-enactment society I visited was 
the Company of the Phoenix. Not to be confused 
with Harry Potter’s Order of the Phoenix. “We were 
around before that”, member Weyn Adsett said as he 

quickly corrected my slip of the tongue.

The group started as a bunch of medieval merchants. 
“We had candle makers, leatherworkers and I was a 
smith for a while, for a couple of years, and we had 
mercers selling draperies and fabrics”, said Weyn. 
They made all these wares as a part of their re-
enactment, travelling from town to town following 
the tourney selling them to people. “As various 
people moved off to various different groups it 
sort of changed”, said Weyn, “and we became what 
is known as a ‘free company’ which is a group of 
soldiers for hire. Basically mercenaries.”

It was hard to imagine these lovely people, sitting 
in camping chairs at a sausage sizzle they were 
holding to raise funds for equipment, as a bunch of 
mercenaries. But I was assured that they were a force 
to be reckoned with.

“At the moment we are looking at doing something 
along the lines of a troubadour group, where we are 
going from town to town forming plays, dancing 
and acting. And that gives us a lot of scope in doing 
a lot of personas. Every couple of weekends we get 
together at someone’s place”.



Matt Bartlett —member of the Company of the 
Phoenix, fully qualified knight and frequenter at 
Lion Rampant’s fighting practice— explained the 
way living history works. And if anyone would know 
about living history, it would be Matt. Having joined 
the company 10 years ago, when he was 14, Matt 
now runs an after-school knight class, where kids 
learn the ways of knighthood. They also get to hit 
each other with foam sticks. “It’s great”, he said. “I 
love it and it is also my job”.

Matt also visits schools for educational performances. 
“When real life and pretend life blend it can get a 
little confusing”, he admitted.
“You definitely hide behind your mask”, Weyn said, 
discussing the nature of adopting another medieval 
persona.
“Yeah, I don’t dance in nightclubs but I’ll dance in 
costume”, Matt said.

Medieval re-enactment groups are non-profit and 
run on a volunteer basis. “I’m definitely not in it 
for the money” said Gillian McHarg, the group’s 
cook, who was manning the barbeque. “I used to 
go to the medieval fares in Brisbane when they 

were at Musgrave Park”, she said “I just got sucked 
in, dressing up and being silly. It’s dress-up for 
grownups, with booze”.
“And cheese”, Weyn added. “Lots of cheese”

“But you do have to be authentic, as authentic as you 
can be, so there is a lot of research involved”, Gillain 
said.
“We encourage members to put together a portfolio. 
Do up almost a biography of why they are dressed 
like they are and what their persona is and what their 
purpose is within the company”, Weyn explained. 

It became apparent in my encounters with living 
history groups that these medieval hobbyists 
can’t catch a break when it comes to the red tape 
surrounding their fight practice.
“There was a big shake up with public liability 
insurance a probably about four years ago and 
Brisbane medieval fare closed down”, said Weyn, 
“They couldn’t afford the insurance and a lot of 
public places got a little bit antsy about displays 
of people swinging around swords. But we try to 
go away camping when we can, practice dancing, 
compare research”.



Weyn told me the story of how he got into medieval 
re-enactment. “My neighbour was unpacking a 
ute full of strange and exotic things and I thought 
‘Oh that looks interesting. I was always a big geek 
anyway and loved to do all that. When I was a 
teenager I was in scouts so I went camping. I did 
‘Dungeons and Dragons’. My neighbour was doing 
historical re-enactment at the time. And this was sort 
of like the next step, taking it into real life”.

Group membership is diverse but as Gillian said 
“you’ve all got to be slightly mad”. 

All these groups come together at the Abbey 
Medieval festival at Caboolture in July each year, 
where they all camp out and spend the weekend in 
character, dressed in full garb, displaying their wares, 
fighting, jousting and performing for the public. 

“We all set up encampments. All the 15th and 14th 
centuries are sort of camped around each other”, 
Matt said. “You’ve got the Dark Ages up in the 
corner”. 

“And the Vikings”, Matt added with a groan. 
“Now they are quite the rowdy bunch”.
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