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1 Warfare and British society – the Big Story from c.1250 to the present
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This book covers 750 years of the history of warfare. That may seem daunting, but by the end of this chapter you will be able to describe – in outline – the main developments in warfare from c.1250 to the present. Once you have that outline in your mind you can start building up more detailed knowledge.
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1.1 What is this thematic study about?


The theme of warfare has two strands, shown in the diagram below – the nature of warfare and the experience of warfare.
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Our main purpose is to identify patterns of change and continuity in the nature and experience of warfare between c.1250 and the present. You will find out what has changed – how rapidly and by how much – and what has stayed the same. You will then explore the resons for these changes and continuities.



1.2 The importance of chronology


You will be covering a lot of history in this book – more than 750 years – and so it will be important for you to be a master of chronology. This means sequencing events in the order in which they happen, and using the correct names for periods of history.


Historians divide the past into chunks of time, or periods, to make talking about the past more manageable. You will have come across some of these period names before: the Middle Ages, the Tudor period, the Industrial Age and the Victorian era.


Have a go at the activities on the next page to see how good your mastery of chronology already is. Identifying when you are not sure about something is actually very helpful in showing what you need to work on in order to improve your understanding.
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PRACTISING CHRONOLOGY





1. Is 1298 in the twelfth or thirteenth century? Can you explain why?



2. Give an example of a date in the sixteenth century.



3. Identify, using the timeline, the historical periods to which each of these dates belong:







    a) 1916


    b) 1415


    c) 1645


    d) 1815


    e) 1298


    f) 2003








4. ‘Modern times’ is only a loose definition of the most recent period of history (1900 to the present) – in the future it will probably not be known in this way. Make some suggestions as to how this period might be referred to in the future. What are your reasons for your suggestions?



5. Identify the period in which you think each of the following weapons was invented:







    –  nuclear weapons


    –  cannons


    –  muskets (a basic form of gun)


    –  tanks


    –  crossbows





You will find out later in this book if you were right.
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The importance of getting the chronology right


Every year students get confused about chronology in the exam – it’s one of the most common mistakes. It can also be a very big mistake to make. If you get the chronology wrong you can end up writing about completely the wrong things. If you are asked about developments in one period of history, but write about an entirely different period of history because you’ve confused the name or dates of the period, you can lose a lot of marks.


You don’t want to make these mistakes, so make sure that:





•  you can put the periods of history in the right sequence



•  you know the approximate dates and centuries of the periods.





We will identify common mistakes that students make and make them visible so that you can see them. Then you have a better chance of avoiding those mistakes yourself.
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Visible learning


Getting better at history – why we are making learning visible


As you work through this book you will come across lots of new information and sometimes you will feel puzzled, perhaps even confused. What do you do when you feel puzzled and confused? You have two choices:
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Choice A


Muddle on, try to ignore or hide the problem and don’t tell your teacher. You may lose confidence and stop working hard.


The result – you make mistakes in your exams and do badly.
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Choice B


Think about why you’re puzzled and identify the problem. Then admit there’s something you don’t understand and tell your teacher.


The result – your teacher helps you sort out the problem, your confidence increases and you do well in your exams.
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Choice B is a lot smarter than Choice A. With Choice B you are taking responsibility for your own learning and your own success. It may sound strange but one crucial way to get better at history is to admit when you’re confused and getting things wrong – then you can start to put things right.


One very important word in Choice B is identify. You cannot get better at history unless you and your teacher identify exactly what you don’t know and understand. To put that another way, you have to make that problem visible before you can put it right.


It’s okay to get things wrong. We all do. And often the things we get wrong and then correct are the things we remember best because we’ve had to think harder about them. Saying ‘I don’t understand’ is the first step towards getting it right.
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1.3 The Big Story of Warfare from c.1250 to the present


We are starting with the Big Story because it helps solve a key problem some students have. Many students know the details of individual events and periods but cannot ‘see’ the Big Story: the overall pattern of changes and continuities in warfare. This is a serious problem because you need to write about long-term changes and continuities in your exam.


To get an understanding of the Big Story let’s meet four soldiers, one from each of the historical periods we will be studying in this book. Their experiences give us some understanding of the big changes and continuities in the nature of warfare. We will learn more about them later.
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SUMMARISING THE BIG STORY





1. Draw a timeline like the one on page 2, leaving space below it to write some notes.



2. Read the profiles of the four individuals on pages 4–5.







    a) Add the weapons used in each period to your timeline.


    b) Add information about the composition of armies to your timeline (for example, information about the numbers, type and tactics of soldiers).








3. What seem to have been the main changes in:







    a) weapons?


    b) the composition of armies?








4. Were there any similarities between periods in terms of:







    a) weapons?


    b) the composition of armies?








5. Between which two consecutive periods do you think there were the biggest changes in the nature of warfare? Explain your choice.
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SIR GILES OF TRUMPINGTON


A knight at the Battle of Falkirk in 1298


Sir Giles of Trumpington was a knight who probably fought with the English army at the Battle of Falkirk in Scotland in 1298. Sir Giles was a wealthy landholder from Cambridgeshire; knights were only recruited from the social elites.


In this image he is shown wearing chainmail armour and armed with a sword (knights also used lances). Knights usually rode on horseback and fought using hand-to-hand combat. The cavalry charge was one of the most decisive forces on the battlefield in the early Middle Ages, although by 1400 English knights preferred to fight dismounted in battle.


Knights like Sir Giles only made up a small proportion of English armies (no more than 25 per cent); the majority of troops were infantry. Infantry were usually spearmen, and crossbowmen. By the end of the period infantry were almost all skilled longbow men. The overall size of armies fluctuated since there was no permanent army (troops were assembled into armies when there was a need), but on average numbered between 9,000 and 26,000.
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Brass rubbing of Sir Giles of Trumpington
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OLIVER CROMWELL


A cavalryman at the Battle of Naseby, 1645, in the English Civil Wars fought between supporters of King Charles I and supporters of Parliament
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Oliver Cromwell was a Member of Parliament (MP) and the leader of Parliament’s cavalry at the Battle of Naseby in 1645. Like all cavalrymen he was from a reasonably well-off background. The cavalry were armed with basic (and somewhat unreliable) pistols, although the sword was their main weapon.


The picture shows him wearing a plate armour breast plate which was typical for cavalrymen. They no longer wore full body armour – there was no point limiting mobility with heavy suits of armour which could be penetrated by the shots fired from the muskets (guns) that were used by the majority of infantrymen by this time. Fortunately for the cavalry, these muskets were only capable of one shot every two to three minutes.


The cavalry faced another threat – pike men (infantry armed with long poles topped with metal spikes) who could create a line of spikes that could halt a cavalry charge. Artillery (cannon) began to be used more frequently on the battlefield from the later fifteenth century, although it did not have a major impact.


There was no permanent army in England until 1660 when a small standing army was established of little over 20,000 men in its early years.
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WILLIAM LAWRENCE


An infantryman at the Battle of Waterloo in 1815
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William Lawrence fought as an infantryman at the Battle of Waterloo in 1815. He voluntarily enlisted in the army as a very young man, as a way to escape poverty and a cruel employer. The low pay and harsh training in the infantry meant that it was often chosen only by desperate men. The cavalry, which recruited from the wealthier social elites, was quite different.


Like all infantrymen, William Lawrence’s main weapon was a musket with a bayonet attachment. An infantryman could usually fire two to three shots per minute.


Infantry made up the largest proportion, usually three quarters, of the English armies. Artillery played a big role in battles. Cavalry, armed with pistols and swords, still had an important role, but were increasingly ineffective due to the increased firepower of muskets and artillery on the battlefield. The English Army was a permanent professional force, but its size fluctuated considerably according to need. It usually numbered 100,000 men but often doubled this size in times of war.
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WILLIAM TICKLE


An infantryman in the First World War at the Battle of the Somme, 1916
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William Tickle was an infantryman at the Battle of the Somme in 1916 during the First World War. He voluntarily enlisted at the age of fifteen, while still underage. Thousands of civilian men volunteered to serve at the beginning of the war, although conscription was introduced from 1916, compelling men to serve in the army. During the First World War the British Army numbered almost 4 million at its largest.


William Tickle, like most infantrymen, would have gone into battle armed with a Lee–Enfield rifle (capable of fifteen shots a minute) with a bayonet attachment and hand grenades. He would have faced artillery shells, machine guns, rifle fire and poison gas. Tanks were also used for the first time in the First World War. Cavalry had no real role in the First World War; they were too vulnerable to modern firepower.
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1.4 Identifying patterns of change in the Big Story


You have begun to build the Big Story of the nature of warfare from c.1250 to the present. You will have noticed similarities (continuities) between periods as well as changes. Some changes took place gradually over a long period of time; some were more dramatic transformations. The graph illustrates some of the main types of change.
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Word Walls


You are going to use the words describing types of change in the activity opposite to start to create your own Word Wall. A Word Wall is made up of words that will be particularly useful to help you do well in your history exams. These words might include:





•  technical words to do with warfare such as cavalry



•  words that explain patterns of change and continuity, and which help you explain your answers more clearly.





Some teachers put Word Walls up in their classrooms. Perhaps there is one in your classroom. But it is best not to leave all the work to your teacher. You have a much better chance of doing well in your exams if you take responsibility for your own learning and identify words you think might be important or are tricky for you and add them to your own Word Wall.
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A VOCABULARY FOR CHANGE





1. Match the following definitions to the phrases on the graph that describe the type of change.







    –  Gradual change


    –  No change


    –  A sudden, dramatic and substantial change


    –  Change happening at an increasing pace


    –  Change occurring at continually differing rates





[image: ]







[image: ]


CREATING A WORD WALL





2. Start to create your own Word Wall that you can add to as you go through the course. On a large piece of paper write down in two different colours:







    –  words that will help you communicate more clearly and precisely what you mean, for example vocabulary of change and continuity


    –  technical words to do with warfare (see pages 4–5).
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Now let’s see how we can apply the language of change to two of the main developments in warfare. We will focus on the topic of weapons. The graph below illustrates changes in the technical sophistication of weaponry between c.1250 and the present.
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IDENTIFYING PATTERNS OF CHANGE IN WEAPONS AND THE COMPOSITION OF ARMIES





1. How would you describe the graph line during the Middle Ages?



2. Can you identify periods where there were turning points in the development of weaponry?



3. How would you describe the pace of change in weapons development from the 1950s?



4. In a sentence or two, describe the patterns of change shown in the graph.



5. Look back at your work on the four soldiers on pages 4–5. Can you suggest any reasons that explain the patterns of change that you have identified from the graph? (Hint: what types of weapons were introduced during periods of dramatic change?)



6. Look back at your work on the soldiers on pages 4–5. How would you describe, in a sentence or two, the patterns of change in the composition of English armies? (Remember that you can talk about the number, type and role of soldiers.)
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1.5 Introducing the factors – explaining why change did (and didn’t) happen


Now that you have identified some of the main changes and continuities in the Big Story, you may want to ask ‘why’? Why did weapons change relatively little in the Middle Ages, but change so rapidly in the twentieth century? Why did the role of the cavalry decline in importance? Why did the size of armies change so much? This page introduces the factors that will be used throughout the book to help you explain the reasons for changes and continuities.
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Factors are the reasons we will use to explain why there were changes or continuities.
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The factors and what they mean


The three main factors are illustrated in the table below. The table shows the developments in warfare that each factor explains.






	Factor

	Explains developments in:
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•  weapons technologies



•  methods of transport



•  methods of armaments manufacture



•  communications technologies
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•  the funding and development of new weapons technologies



•  the recruitment of combatants



•  the organisation of armies



•  the choice of tactics





It is important to remember that governments have changed dramatically in the 750 years covered in this book. For example, government was controlled by kings in the Middle Ages, and is led by democratically elected politicians today. In the Middle Ages and the Early Modern Period the king usually led the Army in battle.
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	The attitude of civilians towards war and how/whether it should be fought.
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WHAT DO THE FACTORS MEAN?





1. How do you think each factor helps to explain changes in each of the following topics:







    –  weapons


    –  composition of armies (number, type and role of troops)


    –  recruitment and training of combatants


    –  the experience of civilians?








2. Can you suggest ways in which the factors might link to or influence each other?
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Many of the factors relate to British society. This is because there is an important connection between warfare and British society. The deployment of troops on the battlefield depends on the manpower, weapons and supplies its government and population is able or willing to provide. Warfare shapes societies but is also shaped by them.



Using the factors to write explanations


The factors will help you explain the reasons for changes and continuities in warfare. It can be helpful to draw a diagram to help you visualise the factors and how they connect to the question you are trying to answer. The Factor Map below shows the factors and an example of a change or continuity question that you need to explain. The three factors are connected to the question in the diagram. These connections remind you that it is important to explain how the factors explain the changes in warfare, not just to describe the factors.


Look at the diagram. What type of language is used to demonstrate how the factors explain the changes in weapons in the twentieth century?
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Explain why weapons became so much more advanced in the twentieth century.


1 Science, technology and communications


2 Governments and individuals


3 Attitudes in society
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1: Rapid advances took place in science, technology and communications in the twentieth century. This included the development of radio, nuclear and digital technologies. This led to many new types of weapons that made use of these new technologies.
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2: Governments invested an increased amount of money in the military in the twentieth century, particularly during the two world wars (1914–18 and 1939–45). This investment contributed to more rapid development of new weapons. It is no coincidence that particularly large numbers of new weapons were developed during the world wars, for example, the tank in the First World War, and the nuclear bomb in the Second World War.
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3: In the later twentieth century attitudes in society in Britain became increasingly critical of war, especially as people were horrified by the deaths of civilians and British military personnel. This encouraged the development of new weapons designed to limit casualties, such as precision guided missiles and drones.
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LINKING FACTORS


Can you suggest any reasons why the factors that are shown as linked together in the Factor Map might influence each other?
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And before you turn over!


You are now in a very strong position to begin looking at each period in detail. You have a good understanding of the Big Story of warfare between c.1250 and the present. You know the main topics that make up the nature and experience of warfare, you know the main changes and continuities that took place, and so will be able to build more detailed knowledge onto this framework. You’ve also been introduced to the factors explaining change and can think about how they might link and be used to form good explanations. And remember, if you are confused at all, admit it – it is only when you make problems visible that they can be overcome.
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2 Medieval warfare and British society c.1250–c.1500
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When you think of warfare in the medieval period, you probably imagine armoured knights and archers, with fierce hand-to-hand combat between knights on horseback as the decisive force on the battlefield. How far was this true? And, if it was, did warfare remain relatively unchanged throughout the Middle Ages?
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2.1 Case study: The Battle of Falkirk, 1298


Let’s begin this chapter on the battlefield at Falkirk in 1298 to find out what fighting was like at the beginning of our period.


Who fought at Falkirk?


The Battle of Falkirk was fought between the large army of King Edward I of England, and the smaller Scottish forces of the nobleman William Wallace. The Scots were fighting against English efforts to impose control over Scotland. The two armies met in countryside near Falkirk in Scotland on 22 July 1298. The graph below shows the composition of the two armies.
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The composition of the English and Scottish forces at Falkirk
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KING EDWARD I (1239 – 1307)
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Edward I, like most kings in the Middle Ages, personally commanded his troops in battle. He would have fought on horseback, alongside the other knights. His role as commander would have been to select the most suitable ground for battle, to organise his troops and to rally their morale often by actions of personal bravery.


Edward I, like all knights, wore chainmail armour, made of linked rings (chains) of iron which provided protection against cuts, but was little use against crushing blows from heavy swords. Arrows could penetrate chainmail if they hit with sufficient force. In battle he would have worn a ‘great helm’ – a heavy, cumbersome solid metal helmet – this provided protection but would have contributed to the difficulties of communicating effectively on the battlefield.
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What happened at the Battle of Falkirk?
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DID EDWARD I LEAD THE ENGLISH ARMY EFFECTIVELY AT FALKIRK?


You will now find out what happened during the Battle of Falkirk, and judge how well Edward I led the English Army. To do this, you are going to rate the effectiveness of five key decisions made by Edward I during the battle. Read each decision and rate each one according to whether you think it was:





•  a good decision that was likely to succeed



•  an okay decision that might succeed



•  a poor decision that was unlikely to succeed.





When making your judgement, try to think of the possible advantages and risks of each decision. Don’t worry that you don’t know the outcome of each decision when you rate it.
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Decision 1


The Scottish forces had taken up position at the top of the ridge. William Wallace had ordered the spearmen to form large rings, known as schiltrons, which provided the best protection against charging cavalry. The schiltrons were enormous with some 2000 spearmen in each ring. The battle began with Edward I’s decision to order some of the English mounted knights to charge up the hill to attack the Scottish cavalry (not yet the Scottish archers or spearmen).


Rate this decision.
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Decision 2


The English cavalry charge succeeded. The Scottish cavalry, hugely outnumbered, fled from the battlefield. It would now be easier for the English cavalry to attack the Scottish archers. King Edward I’s next decision was to order his remaining cavalry (about 1350 men) to attack the Scottish longbow men who were positioned at the top of the hill between the schiltrons (rings) of spearmen.


Rate this decision.
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Decision 3


The English cavalry charge against the Scottish archers succeeded despite being disorganised. Many knights valued the opportunity to show off their individual bravery and did not co-ordinate their advances; their heavy helmets also made communication difficult. The vulnerable Scottish archers were cut down with swords, fled from the battlefield or took shelter inside the schiltrons. With the majority of Scottish archers removed, Edward I decided that the English cavalry should charge against the four enormous schiltrons of Scottish spearmen (there were about 2000 men in each ring).


Rate this decision.


[image: ]







[image: ]


Decision 4


The English cavalry charged repeatedly against the schiltrons but could not break them. The spearmen were packed so tightly in the rings that there was no way for the English horses to break through without being impaled. Scottish archers inside the schiltrons also fired arrows at the charging knights. Edward I decided to order the English longbow men forward to fire arrows at the schiltrons.


Rate this decision.
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Decision 5


Large numbers of English longbow men fired thousands of arrows into the schiltrons. The Scottish spearmen did not wear armour or helmets and were vulnerable to the arrows. As individual spearmen fell, gaps began to appear in the schiltrons which weakened their structure. Edward I decided that the English cavalry and infantry should break their way into these gaps and fight the Scottish spearmen at close quarters.


Rate this decision.
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The outcome


The English cavalry broke through the gaps that had appeared in the schiltrons and hacked the spearmen down with swords. Once the schiltron formations were broken, the Scottish spearmen were very vulnerable; their spears were too long and unwieldy to be used in hand-to-hand combat. English spearmen broke through too, throwing rocks and other missiles into the schiltrons. The Scottish spearmen fled from the battlefield, seeking shelter in Callendar Wood, but thousands were cut down as they fled.


It is impossible to known the exact number of casualties on each side as no reliable records were kept and contemporary chroniclers tended to exaggerate massively. But the Scottish losses are likely to have been considerable, probably between 2000 and 5000 dead; the English significantly less. The battle had taken no more than a few hours.


The English actions at the Battle of Falkirk showed that the cavalry charge could be one of the most decisive forces on the early medieval battlefield. But, it also showed that cavalry had their limitations; without the archers, they could not overcome the schiltrons.
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WILLIAM WALLACE, BORN C.1270, EXECUTED 1305


William Wallace was a Scottish nobleman and leader of those Scots fighting against English attempts to impose control over Scotland. Wallace was a skillful military leader. He realised the Scottish forces were numerically weaker than the English armies and so preferred to use tactics of raid and ambush that made use of the Scots’ superior knowledge of the landscape, rather than fighting in battles where the larger size of the English armies put the Scots at a disadvantage.


However, the English Army took him by surprise at the Battle of Falkirk and he had little choice but to fight. He wisely chose to position his troops on the elevated ground and to arrange his spearmen into large schiltron formations. What little we know of Wallace suggests he was also a charismatic individual who inspired his troops. At Falkirk he is reputed to have said just before the battle began: ‘I have brought you to the ring, now dance the best you can!’


He was finally captured and executed (hanged, drawn and quartered) by the English, as a traitor, in 1305.


[image: ]







[image: ]


REASONS FOR THE OUTCOME OF THE BATTLE





1. Draw a series of six basic pictures to show the main stages of the Battle of Falkirk.



2. Describe the role of William Wallace at the Battle of Falkirk.



3. Describe the role of Edward I in determining the outcome of the Battle of Falkirk.



4. ‘The decisions made by Edward I were the main reason for the English victory at the Battle of Falkirk.’ How far do you agree with this statement? Explain your answer.







    You might like to refer to:








    –  the effectiveness of Edward I’s decisions


    –  the size and composition of the two armies (particularly the larger size of the English Army)


    –  the positioning of the two armies at the start of the battle.
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What was the civilian experience of the Battle of Falkirk?


At first it might seem as if civilians had little to do with the Battle of Falkirk. But, the majority of infantrymen in both armies were not professional, permanent soldiers but civilians, usually agricultural labourers, recruited from the nearby counties and compelled to serve the armies. English infantrymen received payment for their service, usually 2d (pence) a day (less than the pay of a skilled craftsman but more than that of an unskilled agricultural labourer).


The wider military campaign, of which the Battle of Falkirk was part, showed the significant extent to which civilians could be affected by war. The Battle of Falkirk, like most battles, was not decisive, and there followed a series of raids by the English Army across the countryside of Scotland in which fields and towns were burned, looted and destroyed. This devastation had an enormous impact on the civilian population who suffered violence and the loss of homes, livestock and crops.
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2.2 Your Enquiry Question: patterns of change


The Battle of Falkirk has given you some understanding of what warfare was like at the beginning of the Middle Ages. This is a good starting point for your task in this chapter, which is to identify what changed and what stayed the same in warfare during the period between c.1250 and c.1500 and to answer the big Enquiry Question:


‘There were few major changes in warfare in the Middle Ages.’ How far do you agree? Explain your answer.


As you work through this chapter you will find it useful to organise your notes in such a way that you can easily identify patterns of change. The Knowledge Organiser table below will help you do this.


Beginning your enquiry





1. Make a large (A3) copy of the table below. Read pages 10–12 again.



2. List the weapons used at Falkirk in the first row of your table in the 1250–1350 column.



3. Describe briefly the composition of the English Army at Falkirk (include information about size, and the proportion (relative number) of cavalry and infantry) in the first column.



4. Describe the experience of civilians in the Battle of Falkirk and in the military campaign of which the battle was part in the final row of your table.


    Leave the recruitment and training of combatants row empty for now. You will be able to complete this table as you work through the rest of the chapter.









	Topic

	1250 – 1350

	1350 – 1500






	Weapons

	 

	 






	Composition of armies (number, type and tactics of combatants)

	 

	 






	Recruitment and training of combatants

	 

	 






	Experience of civilians

	 

	 









    As you work through the chapter and add to the Knowledge Organiser, you will be looking for patterns of change and continuity. You will also compare the pattern of change between the different topics: was there less change in weapons than in the composition of armies? Was there greater continuity in the civilian experience of war than in recruitment and training?



5. In this chapter you will also read about the factors that explain the changes and continuities in warfare. It will be useful to keep a record of the role of these factors. To do so, create three separate factor sheets or cards, like the one below, one for each of the factors:







    •  Science, technology and communications


    •  Attitudes in society


    •  Governments and individuals









	Key features of Science, technology and communications, c.1250–c.1500

	Impact of this feature in explaining changes and continuities in warfare






	 

	 









    At key points as you work through the chapter you will be reminded to fill in these factor sheets.
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2.3 How much did weapons change in the Middle Ages?


There was considerable continuity in the main weapons used in the Middle Ages. The more important weapons are described below.


Swords


Swords were the main weapon used by knights in hand-to-hand combat throughout the Middle Ages. But swords did change during the period. In the thirteenth century swords were broad and flat for dealing crushing blows against knights wearing chainmail armour. From the late fourteenth century swords became thinner and more sharply pointed, designed to thrust between the joins of plate armour.
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A thin, pointed sword typical of those from the late fourteenth century





Staff weapons
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Spears being used in battle by mounted knights





Staff weapons were based on a ‘staff’ which simply means a wooden pole. They often had a sharpened wooden end or a metal blade attached, such as in a spear or pike. Most of the effectiveness of the weapon came from the placement of spearmen close together to form an impenetrable wall or circle (like the schiltrons at Falkirk – see page 12). They were little use in hand-to-hand combat, however, as they were too unwieldly.


Longbow


The longbow was used throughout the Middle Ages. The bow itself changed little. It had a range of just over 350 metres, and was highly accurate up to 200 metres. Steel, bodkin-shaped arrow heads could penetrate even plate armour if they hit with sufficient force and at a 90-degree angle. The main impact of arrows in battle, however, was not in piercing shots (although there are plenty of examples of soldiers being hit in an unprotected part, most often the face). Instead, a storm of arrows fired repeatedly by a large group of archers would have delivered weakening and disorientating blows – much like being punched, severely, over and again. A skilled archer could fire up between eight and twelve arrows per minute.


Bows required considerable skill and strength to operate. To pull back the bowstring of a standard longbow was the equivalent of pulling back a weight of 45 kg (that’s the weight of 45 litre bottles of milk!). This is known as the draw-weight of a bow. The skeletal remains of bowmen show deformities of the spine and shoulder from repeated use of the bow.


Crossbows


Crossbows could fire bolts at tremendous force. By the end of the period, bolts fired from metal crossbows penetrated even plate armour. These bows were so hard to draw back that a mechanical device (called a cranequin) had to be used. This made their rate of fire slow, often only two bolts a minute.
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A crossbow from the Middle Ages
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METALLURGY: THE SCIENCE OF METALS


In the mid-fourteenth century new methods of manufacturing steel were developed that, for the first time, enabled it to be produced in large enough quantities to make the production of steel plate armour possible. Previously it had only been possible to produce steel in small quantities for arrow heads or the cutting edge of swords. Steel was ideal for armour because it was both hard and shatter resistant. Iron, for example, long used in the manufacture of weapons, was no good for plate armour because it was brittle.
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Cannon


Cannon were first used in Europe around 1320. They were a new type of weapon, using gunpowder as the powering force to fire a projectile. Projectiles were initially stone shots and then, from the fifteenth century, cast iron cannon balls. Cannon were at first made from rolls of sheet iron, bent into a tube shape and reinforced with iron bands – a method that was both time-consuming and costly. There were therefore few cannon until the 1400s. From the fifteenth century it became increasingly possible to manufacture cast iron cannon by pouring liquid iron into moulds. This was quicker and cheaper and more cannon were produced.
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A nineteenth-century wood engraving of a medieval cannon





From the 1400s, new types of gunpowder became available which increased the reliability of cannon, and reduced (but did not eliminate) the danger of the cannon itself exploding on firing! This was because of the development of gunpowder that burned more slowly, creating a more powerful and reliable explosion in large guns like cannon.


The earliest cannon had relatively short range and poor accuracy in comparison to siege engines such as large catapult and trebuchet that were already in use against castles and fortifications. Cannon were not used with great frequency; typically they were fired less than twelve times a day during a siege. But gradual improvements in their rate, range and accuracy of fire contributed to them being used more regularly from the 1370s.


Throughout the Middle Ages cannon were most often used in sieges where their shot was useful in bringing down walls; they were only rarely used on the battlefield, and then usually to fire a series of opening shots at the start of the battle. This was partly because cannon were so difficult to transport, requiring several horses and only being able to move at slow speeds. They could not be easily manoeuvred in battle.


Small cannon (or handguns) were also developed from the 1350s and, by the later medieval period, were increasingly used, although they frequently required at least two people to fire. Their shot could penetrate even plate armour, but they remained secondary to bows and crossbows, largely because of their limited accuracy and range, and the danger of them exploding.
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CANNON: A TURNING POINT IN WARFARE?


Did the introduction of cannon into Europe represent a turning point in warfare? In some ways it did. Cannon used gunpowder, a completely new technology from other weapons of the time, and the impact of cannon (and other gunpowder weapons) was to be long lasting. But, in other ways, cannon did not rapidly transform the nature of warfare for much of the Middle Ages. Technological problems limited their effectiveness, the numbers produced were small and their impact on the battlefield was relatively minor.
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HOW MUCH DID WEAPONS CHANGE?





1. What weapons do you think were the greatest danger to knights:







    a) at the beginning of the period, c.1250?


    b) by the end of the period, c.1500?







    Explain your answer by referring to the capabilities of the weapons and armour.



2. Describe the main changes in weapons during the Middle Ages.



3. Add information about weapons to the first row of your Knowledge Organiser table (see page 13). Where a weapon remained unchanged throughout the period, you can write your entry across all the dates to show continuity. Where there was change, write the change under the appropriate date.



4. Write a few sentences in the final column to describe the pattern of change in weaponry during the Middle Ages. Think about the extent and pace of change: was change gradual or rapid?



5. Add information to your factor sheet on Science, technology and communications. Write about the changes in the science of making metal and the impact this had on weapons.
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2.4 Was there any change to the composition of English armies, c.1250–c.1500?


Weapons changed only a little and gradually during the Middle Ages, so you might expect there to be little change in the composition of armies; however, by 1500 there had been two significant changes:





•  The vast majority of infantry men were longbow men.



•  Knights usually fought dismounted.





The size of the English armies


The number of troops in the English armies fluctuated considerably during the Middle Ages. This was mainly because there was no permanent army. Armies were summoned and assembled from the knights and population as a whole when there was a need. The numbers summoned, and hence the army’s size, depended upon the seriousness of the threat.


Infantry: the increased role of archers


Infantry made up the largest proportion of armies throughout the Middle Ages and made up usually at least 75–90 per cent of the army. What did change was the type and skill of the infantry. At Falkirk the majority of infantry were untrained agricultural labourers, armed with basic spears, stones or even farm implements. By the late fourteenth century, the majority were longbow men. Although many were not professional, permanent soldiers, bowmen had to be skilled to operate a longbow effectively in battle (see page 14).


The longbow played an increasingly important role in battle during the 1300s. New battlefield formations typically placed archers on the flanks (with knights in the centre) of the battlefield. Battles often began with large numbers of archers firing a hail of arrows into enemy knights advancing on horseback or on foot. This could be devastating and highly effective in weakening an enemy, before they were able to engage in hand-to-hand combat with your own knights. The increased importance of infantry, especially archers has been termed by some historians as a ‘military revolution’.
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A longbow made from yew tree






Decline in the role of mounted knights


Mounted armoured knights had a decisive role in battle in the thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries – remember the importance of the charges of knights on horseback at the Battle of Falkirk.


There was, however, a decline in the role of the mounted knight in battle from the mid-fourteenth century. At this time, new formations in English armies tended to use knights fighting dismounted in the centre of the battlefield (flanked by archers). Their plate armour gave them significant protection and this type of hand-to-hand combat fitted well with the emphasis on military prowess and bravery in chivalric culture (see box).


Mounted raids


Mounted knights, and mounted archers, continued to have an important role in raids, which were a crucial part of military campaigns. These raids were carried out by troops on horseback, and were often referred to as chevauchée (meaning horse charge or raid). The raiders destroyed and burned farmland and villages in large areas of enemy territory. The strategic purpose of these raids was to deny the enemy valuable resources and weaken their morale.
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