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Chapter I


DEFENDER OF THE REALM
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Section One



Blood and Steel



•  FIRE A MUSKET  •


Handling your ‘Brown Bess’ Land Pattern Musket well is often all that keeps you from death at the hands of some enraged heathen foe. To load and fire smartly, first take out a paper cartridge (containing powder and ball) and tear off the top with your teeth – don’t worry, you’ll quickly get a taste for cordite. Pull back the hammer to half cock, lift the frizzen and prime the pan (the metal hollow beneath the hammer) with a little powder; close the frizzen quickly to stop losing your powder to the wind or rain. Now stand Bess upright, and pour the rest of the powder down the barrel. You’re left with a section of empty paper containing the musket ball. Musket ball first, drop this into the barrel, and use your ramrod to tap the whole lot down, tight as the drummer’s snare skin. Now present your musket to the shoulder, pull back the hammer to full cock, and take aim. All being well, pulling the trigger will yield smoke, fire and one fewer enemy to worry about.



•  FIRE A CANNON  •


There’s no standing on ceremony when firing a cannon – lively teamwork is of the essence. You are one of five numbered gunners – the No. 1 gun commander, of course. First step – your No. 2 spongeman uses his sponge to clear out any remnants from the previous shot, including those glowing embers that might prematurely detonate the next charge. The No. 3 loader now gets to business, inserting a charge of powder (contained in a paper bag) then a ball, which the No. 2 rams down using a 12ft-long rammer stick. While he is doing so, the No. 4 ventsman places his thumb over the vent hole at the rear – we don’t want air rushing into the vent to fan any flames left alive in the barrel. The gun’s getting lively now. The ventsman pushes a long needle down through the vent hole, puncturing the gunpowder bag and exposing the power. Now a slow match is inserted down through the vent hole. The moment has come. Death is levelled at the serried ranks at our front, the slow match is lit, and with a deafening ‘crump’, a cannonball splits air and men.
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	♦


	
WARRIOR ON A ROLL: JOHN CHURCHILL,
1ST DUKE OF MARLBOROUGH (1650–1722)


	♦








The 1st Duke of Marlborough, John Churchill, is famous for both his military genius and his famous descendants. Churchill saw the rise and fall of five British monarchs during his career (under whom he also rose and fell in favour due to his shifting alliances), but his greatest supporter would be Queen Anne, who was a close friend of his wife, Sarah Jennings. Churchill secured great military victories for his queen, most notably during the War of the Spanish Succession (1701–14) – raise your glasses for his victories at Blenheim (1704), Ramillies (1706), Oudenarde (1708), and Malplaquet (1709). It was under his giant personality that the Allied forces were honed into a united and well-regarded army, developing the status and wealth of his beloved Britain. What true Brit could ask for more?






•  USE A LONGBOW  •


Scourge of the French at Agincourt (1415), the longbow – at beween 5 and 6ft in length, and with a draw weight of up to 185lb – is not a weapon for the weak. That’s why you were chosen – your powerful arms and shoulders and your barrel chest make you an ideal archer. Anyway, no time to waste, as the enemy is gathering. Raise up your bow, with stave in the left hand and string in the right, body oriented toward the enemy. Take an arrow, with either a bodkin head (for tackling plate armour and mail) or broadhead (for deep penetration into the body), and nock the rear of the arrow onto the bowstring; the front shaft of the arrow is resting on the bow-hand knuckle. Use three fingers to draw the string, the arrow resting between forefinger and middle finger (keep the fingers spaced enough so they aren’t pinched between string and arrow at full draw). Hold the bow low, then draw by opening out the chest and shoulders powerfully while raising the bow and pulling back on the drawstring – no trembling now, just one smooth movement until the thumb of the draw hand touches your earlobe. Keep your eye on the target at all times, and apply the correct aim and elevation. Don’t hold this position for more than three seconds, or muscle fatigue will weaken aim and shot. Instead, release the string cleanly, pushing back with your elbow to sharpen the loose. Your arrow is now in flight, delivering whistling death over 400yds.
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•  DRESS A WARHORSE  •


Your destrier won’t be alive long on the medieval battlefield unless you apply the requisite barding (armour for horses). The face is protected by a plate armour champron, ideally with hinged cheek pieces. The criniere shields the neck, the peytral the chest, the croupier guards those muscular hind quarters (the horse will get decidedly frisky with an arrow in those) and the flanchard shields the flanks. Thus clad, your horse should be able to thunder through arrow, spear and sword. For appropriate grandeur, drape the entire armoured beast in a caparison (a long decorative cloth), and action beckons on thundering hooves. Both you, and the horse, may not live out the day, but at least you’ll ride into death looking magnificent.



•  FIGHT WITH A LONGSWORD  •


The longsword is a brutish instrument, perfect for cleaving a Frenchman or Spaniard in two. But, at nearly 50in long, it takes mind and muscle to wield effectively. If facing an armoured opponent, don’t slash with the edge of the blade at the enemy’s armour plate – all you’ll achieve is a blunt, dead sword. Instead, drive the point of the blade home into those soft, unprotected areas between the joints of the armour, such as the face, armpit and joint of the elbow. Assist the thrust, and make it more accurate, with a hand near the point of the blade – this is known as ‘half swording’ – and lean your body weight forward. You’ll know that you’ve hit home when the blood flows, so be prepared to kick your victim off the blade and move on to the next.



•  KILL A KNIGHT  •


Just because you’re a humble infantryman doesn’t mean you can’t take on one of those knights, gleaming in their armour on horseback. First, you might get the archers to nobble him at range – one of those bodkin head arrows, fired from a good longbow, can sometimes punch straight through armour into the knight’s noble heart. If he gets through to your lines, however, work together with your mates. Drag him from the horse with the ‘thorn’ of your halberd (a long, two-handed pole weapon with fearsome blade and a snagging spike), and once he’s on the floor, all cumbersome and struggling in the mud, thrust the point of your halberd straight into a soft part. On the other hand, get close and you can slip your stiletto knife between the joints of his armour, doing some nasty work inside. Either way, 200 years of martial family tradition isn’t going to save him.
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•  SET A BOOBY TRAP FOR THE GERMANS  •


Here’s an easy way of repurposing ration tins and taking out a handful of Boche in one go. Fix two tin cans to two trees on opposite sides of a track. Keep the cans low, about jackboot height. Now take a standard Mills grenade and pull the pin – by all that’s holy be careful: don’t release that pin, whatever you do. Now push the grenade into one of the cans, so the pin is held in nicely by the metal wall. Do the same with the other can and another grenade. You’re nearly there – string a thin wire between the bodies of the two grenades (rub the wire with a little dirt; you don’t want its shine giving away your booby trap). Now leave well alone. The idea is that the German comes sauntering along, trips the wire which pulls the grenades from the cans, releasing the pins. Four seconds later – boom, job done.
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•  FIGHT IN THE CELTIC BATTLE LINE  •


To fight alongside the Celts against the Romans, cast aside your humanity. You’re armed with all manner of hacking and smashing weapons – short sword, longsword, two-handed hammer, battle axe – and the only way you’re going to use them is to get close enough to the enemy to feel his dying breath. (Make sure your sword is in singing condition – many Celtic blades are apt to snap or bend as soon as they strike something solid.) You’re not armoured, so you can move fast, and you need the speed – the Roman line will be disciplined and well protected, so you have to overwhelm it in a frenzied attack referred to by the Romans as the ‘the Furor Celtica’ (Celtic fury). Cross the ground fast, close with the enemy ranks and go beserk, hacking and slashing at anything that moves or speaks funny. If the Romans surge back, or unleash their archers, form a robust shield wall and don’t let them in. Hold firm, cut hard, and you’ll win the day.
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•  CRUSH THE VIKINGS  •


They’re merciless Norsemen from across the sea, but they can be defeated if you think with your head and fight with your arm. Take the Battle of Stamford Bridge (1066), the victory of King Harold Godwinson over Harald Hardrada, King of Norway (and Tostig, brother of King Harold, treacherously allied to the Vikings). The Vikings made mistakes – they split their army on both sides of the River Derwent, and left much of their armour on their ships. Those on the west side were annihilated by an English attack, but the English onslaught was slowed by having to cross a bridge to the east side. There the Vikings made a shield wall, but the English formed up, locked shields and charged. The battle raged for hours, and eventually English spirit (and outflanking manoeuvres) triumphed over Viking aggression. The Viking line broke, Hardrada and Tostig were slain, and the myth of Viking invincibility was sunk like a leaky longboat.
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