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ST. GEORGE & THE DRAGON 
by Joy Journeay 

 
 

 

Buttons illustrating this article are from Byson Buttons. The 
author sincerely appreciates their generosity in sharing images 
for our education and enjoyment. All buttons shown at 125%. 
Unless otherwise noted, they are stamped brass. 

  

St. George astride his rearing steed slays the evil dragon with 
his lance. There is probably no collection without a button 
depicting this legendary act.  

As is often the case with great men and great deeds, fact and 
fiction are tightly entwined. Some facts are unknown, or in 
conflict, but a healthy dose of legend enhances the factual 
foundation. We do know that dragons don’t “really” exist, so 
the slaying is more symbolic than factual.  

  

ST. GEORGE  

St. George is the patron saint of England*, yet he is 
surprisingly not English. He was born between 270-285 AD in 
Turkey (Cappadocia), or in Syria (Lydda), to a Greek Christian 
family with a Roman officer father and a Palestinian mother. 
When he was fourteen his father died and George and his 
mother went to Palestine where he later became a Roman 
soldier.  

George served well and became an officer. Then, he 
refused orders to persecute followers of the Christian religion, 
resigned, and was cruelly tortured, drug through the streets 
and  

   

Beautifully detailed stamped copper. Large.  
BELOW: The same image in stamped brass, 

and without the border.  Large. 

____________________________ 

* St. Patrick is the patron saint of Ireland, St. Andrew of Scotland, and St. David of Wales.  In the US, I don’t 
know if we have a patron saint—we may only have our past presidents. 
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beheaded in 303 AD. His head was later taken to Rome and is interred in a church dedicated to him, San 
Giorgio in Velabro.  

In 494 AD George was canonized by Pope Gelasius, who said that George was among those 
saints "whose names are justly reverenced among men, but whose actions are known only to 
God.” In at least fifteen countries he or his symbols appear in coats of arms. 

Legend says that St. George appeared to lead Crusaders in the 11th Century. In the 1300s, Edward III, 
influenced by tales of the returning crusaders, formed the Order of the Garter, England’s knights, and made 
St.  

   

Wall paper background texture. 
Nicely sinuous rendition. 

 
Variations in the depictions of the dragon slaying at a minimum include: (1) The direction of 
movement: the horse and rider are moving from left to right or right to left.  (2) The front legs of the 
horse can be raised together, at different elevations, or one front leg can be on the ground. (3) The 
horse is not always covered with a crupper (the blanket-like gear over the back haunches). (4) St. 
George appears with and without a cape. (5) With and without a plume on his helmet, and multiple 
versions of his helmet. (6) St. George appears with and without his armor, and the peplum of the 
armor. In fact, some depictions almost look as though he is unclothed! (7) St. George is brandishing 
a sword or lance. (8) The dragon is also varied.  

Original red tint. Small. 

Dark painted background and a 
twinkle border. 

CENTER: Brass 
cups with pewter 
escutcheons. 
Dark original tint 
on the reticulated 
background. 
Medium & small.  
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George its patron. While tales of St. George were known in England since 
he 8th Century, the dragon slaying tale appears first in the 12th Century.  

Shakespeare is said to have been born on St. George’s Day, April 23, 

1564, and to have also died on that date in 1616. Shakespeare 
immortalized St. George in the lays  

Richard III and King Lear. Henry V’s speech ended, “Follow your spirit, and 
upon this charge cry ‘God for Harry, England, and Saint George!” 

  

THE DRAGON SLAYING 

 In his travels, St. George is said to have heard of a 
terrible fire-breathing dragon ravaging the countryside and 
terrorizing a town. To appease the dragon, the townsfolk 
first sacrifice two sheep a day to the dragon. When they run 
out of sheep, they begin offering their children, selected by 
the drawing of lots. One day, the king’s daughter is drawn in 
the lot. Another version says the children are sacrificed until 
only the king’s daughter remains.  

The king offers to give his daughter in marriage to  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These buttons contain the notation 
translated “Saint George, Patron of 
Knights” 

These buttons contain the notation translated “Saint George, Patron of 
Knights” 

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP: Silver medium button.  Next two large buttons of 
matching images—the top has a nice rope border. Then three medium 

buttons. Note that in the last two, Saint George sits upright on his steed 
and doesn’t look at the dragon. Center button is silvered brass. 
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anyone who can slay the dragon before she is to be sacrificed the next day. St. George, hearing of the plight, 
is determined to save the princess. He enters the dragon’s valley on his gallant white horse, awakening the 
dragon who rushes from its cave with a thunderous roar. Although the dragon’s head was huge and is tail 
fifty feet long, St. George was not afraid. (The dragon’s size is reduced to fit conveniently on our buttons—
whew!)  

St. George thrusts his lance at the poisonous beast, but its scales are so hard the lance shatters and St. 
George falls from his horse. He rolls under an enchanted orange tree for protection. St. George recovers and 
wields his sword again. The vile beast douses him in poison which splits his armor, and he must seek shelter 
once again. St. George makes a third attack and fatally pierces the dragon in the soft flesh under its wing. 

It is said that to this day no grass grows where the dragon’s blood trickled down. Did you know that St. 
George’s sword was called Ascalon, and during World War II Winston Churchill named his personal aircraft 
Ascalon.   

  

 

 
 

The same depiction on these three buttons features 
dark original tints and smooth borders. Two large and 

a medium. 

Two medium buttons with 
“1902,” which could refer to two 
events:  Prince George was born 

to King George V and Queen Mary 
in December 1902, and the 

English treasury issued a gold 
sovereign of Saint George slaying 
the dragon. (Prince George died 
in an aviation accident in WWII.)  


