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INTRODUCTION



Into battle!


I visited my first British battlefield (Stamford Bridge) in 1958. Since then, I have visited many more. This brief guide covers just over a hundred of them.


The book is divided into six historical periods, each prefaced by an outline of the nature of contemporary warfare. The battles within each period, presented in chronological order, are mainly grouped into campaigns. For each battle, the action is described, placed in context and illustrated with a sketch-map. Surviving features of interest for the prospective visitor are identified and a suggestion for detailed reading is included. The Select Bibliography section at the end of the book suggests avenues for deeper investigation.


One would hesitate to describe any battlefield guide as comprehensive because the more we learn about battlefields in Britain, the less confident we become about making precise judgements. So little is known about many of them as to render their inclusion impracticable. A case in point is the monumental battle against Roman occupation between Roman governor Suetonius Paulinus and Iceni queen, Boudica, in ad 60/61. Suggested locations include various sites throughout Leicestershire, Warwickshire, Oxfordshire and Northamptonshire.


Nor does contemporary documentation improve with the passage of time. Thus, Seacroft Moor (1643) is excluded. An important battle of the Civil Wars, it was described by the Parliamentarian, Sir Thomas Fairfax, as ‘one of the greatest losses we ever received’, and yet we cannot identify its exact location. It is known only that it was a running battle which took place on open ground some five miles to the east of Leeds.


Even when we think we are on relatively safe ground, problems arise, not least of all because of the fashion for rewriting history. Thus, ‘alternative’ locations are constantly being proposed for major battle sites. Stamford Bridge (1066), Hastings (1066), Bosworth (1485), Stow-on-the-Wold (1646) and Prestonpans (1745) are some of the victims. In each case, while noting the suggested alternative sites, I have adhered to the ‘original’ venues.


Other exclusions include battles that are not battles at all. Thus, Ludford Bridge (1459) and Turnham Green (1642), which are universally referred to as battles, were, in fact, merely stand-offs in which no fighting occurred. It is also customary to draw a distinction between battles and skirmishes – small-scale clashes that have little significance outside the locality in which they occurred. In short, a definitive list will always remain elusive.


On the practical side, by exploring the ground once trodden by kings and would-be kings, one can begin to experience more fully a sense of identity with the past, with half-formed images of battles that have shaped our history springing to life as we stand atop a hill or in a meadow where crowns were won and lost.


Most important of all, battlefield exploration is an enjoyable experience. It is an activity that you can undertake on your own at any time. Even on major battlefields like Towton (1461) or Marston Moor (1644), I find that I can still spend a day wandering around without meeting anyone else. For the less eccentric, there are developed, ‘family friendly’ battlefields like Hastings (1066), Shrewsbury (1403), Bosworth (1485) and Culloden (1746), ideal for day excursions. Similarly, explorations of urban battlefields such as St Albans (1455 and 1461), Worcester (1651) and Preston (1648 and 1715) can be built into town centre visits.


If I am already preaching to the converted, perhaps this book will serve as a source of reference on your bookshelf. If you are new to the subject, I hope it will encourage you to step out into a thousand years of colourful and exciting history. But do remember that battlefields in Britain are an endangered species, liable at any moment to be bulldozed for new roads, industrial estates, housing developments and, the new kid on the block, the HS2 rail link, so don’t leave it too long . . .


David Clark





PART ONE:
THE DARK AGES
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WARFARE IN THE DARK AGES



The Romans introduced a range of new weapons and new battle tactics to Britain. The legionnaire carried two throwing spears, a dagger and the famous ‘short’ sword which came into its own in close-quarter combat. Body protection included helmets and armour consisting of overlapping metal strips. Concave shields were used to parry missiles and, when interlocked in front and overhead, formed the ‘tortoise’ – an impenetrable protective shell. Cavalry was used, but largely as a tool in pursuing a defeated foe. Although formidable, the Roman soldier was not invincible. Marching in formation with other legionnaires, he was vulnerable, particularly in forests and hill country, to the carefully laid ambush. The Roman forte was the large, set-piece battle where discipline counted – and where the earliest form of artillery, the mobile bolt-projecting ballista, could be seen.


When the Romans had first arrived in Britain in 55 bc, they found a race of people who wore animal skins and who fought with flint-headed spears. The Britons who rebelled against the Roman occupation were still often poorly armed, although the horse-drawn war chariot was in use and the more influential among them owned swords. Further north, the Romans identified present-day Scotland as Caledonia, referring to its tribes collectively as Caledonians – a naturally warlike people, impossible to subdue.


The Anglo-Saxons armed themselves with long (throwing) and short (thrusting) spears. Swords continued to be valuable possessions and were essentially cavalry weapons, borne by thanes (retainers of noblemen). There were several types of axe, possibly introduced by the Vikings; longbows were used, albeit sparingly, and the sling was still in use. Mail shirts were sometimes worn, as were helmets, designed to protect the nose as well as the skull. Shields were oval in shape. When interlocked, in a variation on the Roman ‘tortoise’, a shield-wall was formed, and battles often amounted to a trial of strength between opposing shield-walls, each pressing forward against the other. The best troops were the heavily armed house-carls, who also acted as bodyguards for royalty. The rank and file were the fyrd – locally raised levies of free men who were often indifferently armed and who lacked the commitment of the house-carls. Archers were uncommon, as was the use of cavalry.


Like the Anglo-Saxons, the Vikings usually fought on foot. They preferred the sword and battle-axe, with spears and bows coming a poor second. They wore armour of chain mail or reindeer hide and also used shield-walls. In attack, they often formed svinfylkings: wedge-shaped groups of men, with the thin end of the wedge pointing towards the enemy. They are best known for their legendary ferocity, particularly the wild warriors called berserks. (Hence the phrase ‘going berserk’.)


Norman weaponry was also not dissimilar to that of the Anglo-Saxons and Vikings. Two spears, one for throwing and one for thrusting, were used. Their shields were kiteshaped and their mail shirts stretched below the knees. They placed more reliance upon bowmen than the Anglo-Saxons, and made greater use of horses – both of which factors were to stand them in good stead at Hastings.



1. Mons Graupius c. AD 84
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In either AD 83 or 84, Agricola, Roman governor of Britannia, was attempting to subdue the hostile Caledonians in the north of the province. Having abandoned a successful guerrilla campaign, the Caledonians amassed an army, reportedly 30,000 strong, and occupied ‘Mons Graupius’ – most probably within the Bennachie hills, to the west of present-day Inverurie in Aberdeenshire.


Agricola was camped a little to the north of Bennachie, at Durno. His army included several thousand auxiliary troops from Gaul. These auxiliaries, Agricola decided, would bear the brunt of the fighting. Accordingly, in preparation for battle, he deployed 8,000 foot soldiers, protecting the flanks with 3,000 horsemen. Another body of horse was held in reserve, while his legionnaires remained ready for action, if need be, in front of the camp. The Caledonians, allegedly under the leadership of one Calgacus, waited in tiered ranks on their hill and the immediate plain below, with charioteers forming their vanguard.


The battle began with an exchange of missiles, comprising javelins and sling-shot, neither side inflicting much damage upon the other. Then, Agricola ordered his auxiliaries on to the offensive. Rushing forward, they ploughed into the packed Caledonian lines. The Roman short swords with which they were armed proved, as always, very effective in close combat and the Caledonians were forced back up the hill.


The Caledonians to the rear now began to descend from their vantage point on both sides, threatening to outflank the Roman army. However, they were themselves scattered by Agricola’s reserve cavalry, which he chose to release at this propitious moment. Soon, the Caledonians were in full flight. Those among their pursuers who were too eager paid dearly as their quarry used surrounding woodland to regroup and stage ambushes. It was left to Agricola to bring order to the pursuit, skilfully using the resources at his disposal to flush out pockets of resistance in an operation that went on throughout the day.


The Roman historian, Tacitus, claims that some 10,000 Caledonians were killed, as against 360 men of Agricola’s army. While the victory may well have subdued the Caledonians temporarily, the problem of pacification would prove insurmountable, and by ad 122 Roman strategy had shifted from a policy of expansion to one of containment, with the construction of Hadrian’s Wall.


The battlefield today


To reach Bennachie (OS Landranger 38 6825), first proposed as a probable site for the battle in 1978, take the A96 from Aberdeen. Two miles beyond Inverurie, take the minor road to Chapel of Garioch (founded by the Earl of Mar after the Battle of Reid Harlaw; see p. 76–8) and then the road to Bennachie Visitor Centre.



Further reading



Duncan B. Campbell, Mons Graupius AD 83 (Osprey, 2010).



2. Nechtansmere, 685
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The Romans left Britain in about AD 400, and the land fell prey to other invaders, notably Angles and Saxons. At length, a number of kingdoms evolved: Wessex, Sussex, Kent, Essex, Mercia and Northumbria. The last named stretched northwards from the River Humber, and during the seventh century it was forcibly extended to the Firth of Forth, at the expense of the Picts. Beyond the Forth was the Pictish kingdom of Fortriu, over which the Northumbrian kings may also have claimed suzerainty.


In the year 685, the Northumbrian king, Egfrith, set out to curb the ambitions of a new Fortriu king, Brudei, sometimes described as his cousin. Egfrith had put down one Pictish rebellion in 671, at the Battle of Two Rivers. This had been a complete victory and Egfrith saw no reason why it should not be repeated. He was counselled against the move, but went ahead with his plans. His experiences would set the tone for the campaigns of invaders of Scotland for the next millennium.


Egfrith led a substantial force beyond the Firth of Tay, ever deeper into hostile territory, the enemy melting away before him. On a spring day, he reached Dunnichen Hill, near present-day Forfar, and it was here that Brudei sprang his trap. The Northumbrians were caught unawares as the Picts fell upon them from the hillside. Opposite the hill, to the east, lay a loch – Nechtansmere – surrounded by marshland. Turning to meet Brudei’s onslaught, the invaders found the loch at their backs.


The Northumbrians reeled as they met the Picts’ charge. Disorganized and with nowhere to go, they died where they stood or were forced into the loch. At length, Egfrith and his bodyguard were cut down, and Brudei’s victory developed into a rout. Those Northumbrians who were able to flee did so, abandoning Egfrith’s body on the field of battle – although the Picts appear to have treated it with respect, taking it to Iona for burial.


The outcome of the battle both reaffirmed the independence of the Southern Picts and marked the end of Northumbria’s attempts to extend its political influence.


The battlefield today


Dunnichen – the generally accepted location of the battlefield and the name by which the battle is sometimes known – lies four miles to the east of Forfar, off the A932 (OS Landranger 54 5149). A battlefield monument is adjacent to Dunnichen Church, but a small piece of marshy ground is all that remains of the loch. A Dunnichen Heritage Trail leaflet is available for download from the Angus Council website.


Further reading


Graeme Cruickshank, The Battle of Dunnichen (Pinkfoot Press, 1999).



3. Maldon, 991
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A leading light among the Viking raiders who wreaked havoc on the east coast of Saxon England during the tenth century was the Norwegian folk hero, Olaf Tryggvason. In 991, he led a party of Norwegians and Danes in a raid on Ipswich. After sacking the settlement, the marauders followed the coastline to the River Blackwater and anchored at Northey Island. Although cut off from the mainland by the tidal river, the site was within easy striking distance of the flourishing settlement of Maldon.


A local alderman, Byrhtnoth, called out the militia to combat the threat. The force arrived on the scene at high tide, when the narrow causeway that formed a tenuous link between Northey Island and the mainland was submerged. When the tide began to ebb, the raiders asked Byrhtnoth for permission to cross to the mainland unmolested, so that a fair fight could take place. Unwisely, Byrhtnoth agreed, his men forming a shield-wall in preparation for the Viking onslaught.


Tryggvason was allowed to assemble his men, and the two forces locked horns, the Vikings hurling themselves against the Saxon shield-wall again and again. Then, one of Byrhtnoth’s most trusted followers, Godric, son of Odda, tried to reach the cover of woodland to the rear. Astride one of Byrhtnoth’s horses, a gift from the alderman, Godric was mistaken by many Saxons for Byrhtnoth himself. Thinking that their leader was quitting the field, they too sought to save themselves. As they fled, Byrhtnoth, having received several wounds, finally succumbed.


A hard core of Byrhtnoth’s own retainers fought on to the death. The Saxons sold their lives dearly, for it is said that the raiders barely had enough survivors to man their ships. They decapitated Byrhtnoth, carrying away his head as a trophy. It was in the wake of the battle that regular payments of ‘Danegeld’, the annual tax levied to buy peace, began to be made to the Vikings. Byrhtnoth’s defeat had, indeed, proved to be expensive.


The battlefield today


Maldon is situated on the A414, ten miles to the east of Chelmsford. To reach the battle site (OS Landranger 168 8605), walk from Promenade Park, where car parking is available, along the sea wall footpath – site of a bronze statue of Byrhtnoth. An information panel is situated by The Causeway. The Maeldum Heritage Centre in Market Hill houses the Maldon Embroidery, a tapestry based on the history of the town, which includes a panel depicting the Battle of Maldon.


Further reading


Donald Scraggs, The Return of the Vikings: The Battle of Maldon 991 (Tempus Publishing, 2006).





WOMEN AT WAR



Britain’s best known female warrior was the Iceni queen, Boudica, who directed and fought battles against the Romans. The tradition of the warrior queen was continued into Anglo-Saxon times by such leading ladies as Aethelberg of Wessex and Ethelfleda of Mercia. As late as the sixteenth century, women were still fighting openly on the battlefield, as suggested by the appearance of the legendary Maid Lilliard at Ancrum Moor (1545).


A century later, many women who would not normally have dreamt of taking up arms were drawn out of the closet by the Civil Wars. Jane Ingilby of Ripley Castle is believed to have fought for the Royalists at Marston Moor (1644), while Lady Brilliana Harvey of Brampton Bryan Castle was one of several Royalist wives who defended their places of residence in the absence of husbands away at the front. Henrietta Maria, queen to Charles I, contented herself with assuming the title of ‘Her She-Majesty Generalissima’ – thereby creating a situation to tax the diplomatic skills of more than one Royalist field commander.


Civil War sieges of towns and cities witnessed the involvement of women at many levels. Often they would have to provide board and lodging for the defending garrison, and in preparation for the Siege of Gloucester (1643) they dug earthworks to bolster the city defences. During the Siege of Leicester (1645), while under heavy fire, women laboured to repair breaches in the city walls. After Leicester had fallen, women possessed of firearms subjected the victorious Royalists to a steady fire from the windows of their houses and even pelted them with roof tiles.


Most women who wanted to fight in battle during the Civil Wars were compelled to do so incognito. If discovered, there was a problem, for the leadership of both sides took a dim view of cross-dressing. Charles I attempted to ban the practice as early as July 1643. The majority who wanted to make a contribution to the war effort did so in more conservative ways. In 1644, Lucy, wife of Parliamentarian Colonel John Hutchinson, helped to nurse the wounded in Nottingham Castle. She writes of the application of ‘balsams and plasters’ to several musket wounds, her ministrations resulted in the recovery of all the victims. Other women became involved in the peace movement. On 9 August 1643, a crowd of women wearing white ribbons in their hats marched on Parliament, to be dispersed – not without bloodshed – by armed guards. Some wives accompanied their husbands on campaigns, and there was rarely a shortage of camp followers, whose responsibilities, among other things, involved foraging for food, cooking and washing. The wives of senior officers travelled in coaches, those of the junior officers rode on horseback, while the women associates (‘vermin on foot’) of the common soldiers walked. In the wake of a battle, the women on the losing side could expect little sympathy. One of the worst atrocities on a British battlefield occurred at Naseby (1645), when over 100 Royalist wives and camp followers were slaughtered by the Parliamentarians – although others got off lightly, having their faces slashed.


The manner in which women were treated depended rather more on class than gender. During the Siege of Colchester (1648), 500 women and children tried to leave the town. The Parliamentarian besiegers fired blanks to drive them back inside. When this failed to have the desired effect, Lord-General Fairfax had four of the women stripped naked. The rest retreated. In contrast, after the 2nd Siege of Bradford (1643) when Fairfax’s wife, Lady Anne, had been captured, the Royalist Duke of Newcastle used his own coach to send her on to her husband.









‘1066’




4. Fulford, 20 September 1066



When Harold, Earl of East Anglia and Wessex, became King of England in 1066, his estranged brother, Tostig, was living in exile in Flanders, where he passed his time plotting Harold’s downfall. Seeking help, he approached the King of Norway, Harold Hardrada, who agreed to help him launch a challenge for the English throne.


Hardrada amassed a substantial force comprising Norwegians, Scots and Tostig’s own followers. Setting sail in early September, 1066, the invasion fleet made for the River Humber. Pressing on into the Ouse, the long-ships finally came to rest at Riccall, ten miles to the south of York. On 20 September, Hardrada marched on the city.


Resistance was coordinated by Morcar, Earl of Northumbria and his brother Edwin, Earl of Mercia. Together, they gathered around 5,000 men, leading them along the banks of the Ouse to Fulford, a settlement between York and Riccall. Here, before Germany Beck, they deployed their men along a front stretching some 300 yards, flanked by the Ouse to their right and marshland to their left. When Hardrada arrived, he deployed his army – possibly 6,000 strong – opposite the Saxons, his most experienced men on his left wing, by the Ouse. By the marshland, on the right flank, his lines were thinner.
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The Saxons made the first move, pressing forward along the entire length of the Viking line. The weaker section, by the marsh, was pushed back, but the Vikings took advantage of their strength on the other flank and in the centre. Slowly but surely, the Saxons were rolled back. Casualties were heavy on both sides but, with their backs to the marsh, the Saxons were cut to pieces – the few survivors retreating to the comparative safety of York.


Hardrada’s peace terms were surprisingly generous. In exchange for hostages and supplies, the city would not be sacked. To meet their part of the bargain, the citizens agreed to rendezvous with the Norwegians on 25 September eight miles to the east of York, at Stamford Bridge. King Harold had been in the south, awaiting an expected invasion by William of Normandy. The Saxon failure to hold Hardrada at Fulford forced him to fight at Stamford Bridge, compromising his ability to deal with the danger posed by William.


The battlefield today


The battlefield (OS Landranger 105 6148) is two miles to the south of York, on the A19, between the city and the A64 bypass. It is believed that the Vikings were deployed to the east of Landing Lane; the Saxons, beyond Germany Beck. A memorial plaque is situated in the playing field opposite Landing Lane. Car parking is available along Landing Lane.


Further reading


Charles Jones, The Forgotten Battle of 1066: Fulford (Tempus, 2006).



5. Stamford Bridge, 25 September 1066



The Saxons who were vanquished by the Norwegians at the Battle of Fulford had not known that King Harold was marching from London to their aid. On 24 September, he reached Tadcaster. Early the following day, he was in York, but he did not linger. After completing one of the most famous forced marches in history – 187 miles in four days – he moved straight on to Stamford Bridge, where Hardrada and Tostig were waiting to receive their tribute from York’s citizens.


Harold’s rapid approach on the morning of 25 September caught the allies at a disadvantage on the west bank of the River Derwent. Hardrada withdrew most of his men to a ridge on the east bank, leaving a smaller contingent on the bridge that crossed the river (about a quarter of a mile downstream from the present-day bridge) to cover his retreat. Eventually, all but one of the rearguard were cut down. The remaining Norwegian continued to stand fast until he was despatched by the upward thrust of a javelin, delivered by an enterprising Saxon who used a ‘swine tub’ to manoeuvre himself beneath the bridge.
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Hardrada managed to deploy his main body of troops in an area that came to be known as Battle Flat. They were drawn up in a horseshoe formation with Hardrada and Tostig, each with his personal retinue, occupying the centre. Harold launched his men at the defensive wall of shields. This was to be no replay of the Battle of Fulford, for Harold’s house-carls – well-equipped, disciplined, highly trained professionals – were more than a match for the enemy. As the Saxons pressed forward, an increasing number of gaps appeared in the Viking defences, the concentrated fighting breaking up into small group and individual tussles.


With an occasional lull, this bruising contest went on for the better part of the day until men on both sides were dropping from exhaustion. An input of fresh troops could have proved decisive. Harold had no hope of receiving reinforcements, but the Vikings had summoned aid from their base camp at Ricall. Unfortunately, when they did arrive, the Viking reserves were so exhausted that they threw off their chain mail and so fell easy prey to sword and axe. At last, Hardrada was felled by one of the few Saxon archers on the field, while a house-carl’s axe split Tostig’s skull down to the jaw bone. With the death of their leaders, the Vikings’ resistance collapsed. Despite their own weariness, the victors began a long and bloody pursuit of the enemy, now seeking the refuge of their fleet.


Whereas the invaders had arrived in 300 ships, only 24 were needed to ferry home the survivors. For Harold it was a stunning victory, yet he had little time for celebration. Just two days later, William of Normandy set sail for England’s south coast.


The battlefield today


Stamford Bridge lies on the A166, seven miles to the east of York. Battle Flat (OS Landranger 105 7155) is off Minster Way. A battlefield monument can be found in The Square. Car parking is available in The Square and off Viking Road. Alternative sites for the battle have been proposed, including nearby Low Catton (7053).


Further reading


Peter Marren, The Battles of York, Stamford Bridge and Hastings (Pen & Sword, 2002).



6. Hastings, 14 October 1066



William of Normandy landed in Pevensey Bay on 28 September 1066, just three days after King Harold’s victory at Stamford Bridge. The next day, he moved on to Hastings where he established his army, content to let Harold come to him. For Harold, this meant another demanding march, first to London and then on to the south coast.


The Saxon army marched as far as Senlac Hill, eight miles short of Hastings. An army occupying this feature would command the road to London. A formidable obstacle, the western slopes were relatively gentle, but those to the south and east were steep. Harold deployed his men along this ridge at daybreak on 14 October. About 10,000 in number, they were tightly packed behind a single shield-wall, house-carls to the front, the weaker levies to the rear.


[image: Illustration]


William was already marching to meet them. As the invaders, some 9,000 strong, descended Telham Hill, a mile to the south, they advanced in three divisions. In the centre, William commanded his Normans; to his right was a Franco-Flemish contingent; to the left were troops from Brittany. Each division was led by archers, followed by infantry and then cavalry – the horses having accompanied the invasion fleet in specially adapted transports.


The battle began at about 9.30 a.m. William had to assault Senlac Hill. With the armies about 500 yards apart, he sent forward his archers. Much of their impact was absorbed by the shield-wall. The infantry then advanced and, despite coming under fire from a variety of missiles, including arrows and spears, they fought their way up the hillside and came to grips with the house-carls. The defenders stood firm and the attack was beaten back. The Norman left wing gave ground first with the remainder following suit.


Harold had ordered his troops to stay where they were, but the men of his own right wing broke ranks and set off in pursuit of the fleeing Normans. It was a ‘near run thing’ for William, but he managed to rally his infantry, who turned to face their pursuers. When the cavalry were thrown in, the Saxons, cut off from the main body, were doomed. Only a few regained their own lines.


There now occurred one of the curious pauses, lasting up to an hour, which are recognized as a not uncommon feature of early battles. In such strength-sapping, toe-to-toe bludgeoning contests, even the hardiest professional soldier needed some respite and so, as if by mutual consent, hostilities were suspended, allowing the Normans to reorganize and the Saxons to repair their shield-wall.


In the early afternoon, the battle was restarted. This time, William marshalled his cavalry – between 3,000 and 4,000 strong – and led them forward. It was heavy going, the riders carefully picking their way up the hill. When they did reach the shield-wall, they made little more impression than their infantry. They regrouped but were still unable to force a path through. Again, they retreated and again some of the Saxons, this time on the left of the line, went after them. They, too, were cut down.


The light was beginning to fail as the Normans began yet another assault. Once more, a torrent of arrows rained down upon the Saxon shields before William advanced with every available man. Both sides had suffered heavy casualties, but the Saxon line was now shorter, making it possible to broaden the advance by attacking on both flanks. A foothold was established on the plateau, but the battle could still have gone either way. The Norman archers were still firing, having adjusted their aim so as to hit the rear of the Saxon ranks. One of these arrows struck Harold in his right eye. Mortally wounded, he was unable to fight on.


The news spread through the ranks, creating uncertainty among the fyrd, which began to waver. As men began to slip away, the house-carls fought on, gradually being pressed back until the Norman men-at-arms broke through to the dying king to administer the coup de grâce. The resistance of the fyrd collapsed entirely, the survivors taking refuge in the woods to the rear. Unwisely, the exhausted Norman cavalry followed, some horses stumbling in a ravine while other riders fell victim to small parties of Saxons with fight left in them.


Meanwhile, the victorious infantry stripped the dead and despatched the dying. Harold’s body was identified and ultimately buried, but most of the Saxon corpses were left to rot. Their blanched bones, strewn across the ridge they had so heroically defended, could still be seen seventy years later. On 25 December 1066, in Westminster Abbey, the Conqueror was crowned King William I of England.


The battlefield today


The battlefield is situated near the town of Battle on the A2100, seven miles to the north of Hastings. Car parking is available at Battle Abbey Visitor Centre (OS Landranger 199 7415). The abbey was built by William I in atonement for the depredations committed during the campaign of conquest. The high altar of the abbey church was supposedly sited on the spot where Harold fell. The visitor centre houses a film and exhibitions and visitors can take a waymarked audiotour of the battlefield. Various alternative sites for the battle have been proposed, including Caldbec Hill to the north.


Further reading


Jim Bradbury, The Battle of Hastings (History Press, 2010).





PART TWO:
THE EARLY MIDDLE AGES
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WARFARE IN THE EARLY MIDDLE AGES



During the thirteenth century, experimental use was made of cannon. Little more than primitive tubes designed to project missiles over a distance, they were utilized by Edward III at Crécy in 1346. In England, Edward had put them to use twenty years earlier, in one of his forays against the Scots, who called them ‘crakys of war’. The contraptions were not capable of causing much damage and their novelty value soon wore off. Critics entertained grave doubts as to whether the game was worth the candle, but combatants who were eager to grasp at anything that might give them an edge in battle kept the potential of gunpowder alive for exploitation by future generations.


This is not to say that no new weapons were being developed, albeit along more traditional lines. The most important of these was the longbow. An experienced archer could fire at least ten arrows per minute and would be able to aim accurately at distances of up to 220 yards. The downside was that he carried only twenty-four arrows, and during a lull in the fighting he might well have to run forward to retrieve any available shafts.


New tactics also developed from existing tried and trusted methods. For example, the early medieval period was the era of the famed Scottish ‘schiltron’. In its classic form, this was a variation on the Saxon shield-wall, comprising a circle of spearmen, the front ranks kneeling with their spears fixed into the earth before them. Rear ranks, standing, would level their spears over the heads of their crouching comrades. It was superb in defence – less so when developed into an offensive measure.


Armour underwent a sea change. Norman mail armour permitted freedom of movement, but it was very heavy and could be penetrated by an arrow. Gradually, it was supplemented with plate armour: separate metal plates for the torso and limbs which led, inevitably, to what we would recognize as full suits of armour. Full plate armour, cap-à-pie, was heavy, although the weight was evenly distributed, dispensing with the ‘dragging’ effect of chain mail, and it has been argued that it weighed less than the kit carried by the modern infantryman. What had been lost in the transition was freedom of movement; it was difficult, if not impossible, for an armoured man on foot to escape capture if an army should be put to flight (assuming he had not already expired through exhaustion or suffocation).


The composition of armies also changed. This was brought about by necessity rather than choice, the baronial rebellions encouraging monarchs to place a greater reliance on paid troops than on service through feudal obligation. Knights and professional men-at-arms, fighting mounted or on foot, were the elite of an army, but the lower classes grew in importance – particularly the archers, who could decimate heavy cavalry at a distance. And the cost of equipping and employing an archer was a tiny fraction of what was required to put his social superiors into the field.


Despite developments in weaponry and armour, tactics remained very basic. King Robert I of Scotland (‘The Bruce’) did take the trouble to visit prospective fields of battle, e.g. Loudoun Hill (1307) and Bannockburn (1314), with a view to using natural features of the landscape. More often than not, however, medieval armies merely brayed, lowered their heads and charged at one another.


Before this happened, there were certain preliminaries to be observed. There might be a gentlemanly agreement to fight at an appointed time and place. So, Robert I (not playing with a straight bat) was able to get the lie of the land at Loudoun Hill because his foe had offered to give battle there. Again, there might be a preliminary exchange of heralds with a view to discussion of peace terms although, more often than not, the participants were merely going through the motions. Sometimes, as at Bannockburn, a battle would be preceded by single combat or, on other occasions, jousting. After a battle, persons of high rank were willingly given quarter, albeit owing to their ransom value. This was, after all, the Age of Chivalry.






The Anarchy




7. The Standard, 22 August 1138



[image: Illustration]


On the death of Henry I in 1135, the English crown was seized by his nephew, Stephen of Bois, who became King Stephen I. Henry’s daughter, Matilda, was Henry’s legitimate heir and, with the active support of her uncle, King David I of Scotland, she pursued her claim.


Early in 1138, David crossed the border and began terrorizing the northern counties of England. Preoccupied with a baronial rebellion, Stephen was in no position to deal with the problem, and it was left to Archbishop Thurstan of York, who also held the office of Lord Lieutenant of the North, to coordinate resistance. While an army was assembled, Bernard de Balliol, Bearer of the King’s Commission, was sent to parlay with the Scots. The earldom of Northumbria was offered to David’s son, Prince Henry, as an inducement to the Scots to withdraw, but David refused.


Some 10,000 men had gathered at York. Under the leadership of William le Cros, Earl of Albermarle, they marched to Thirsk and then to Northallerton and beyond, to an area of gently rising ground to the north of the town. Here, they awaited David’s army, advancing from the neighbourhood of the River Tees.


At dawn on 22 August, the English raised their standard, from which the battle takes its name. A curious contraption, it consisted of a ship’s mast fixed to a cart. On top of the mast, a consecrated wafer was enclosed in a pyx; from crosspieces nailed to the lower mast hung the banners of St John of Beverley, St Peter of York, St Wilfred of Ripon, and probably that of St Cuthbert of Durham. Thus, the standard served a dual purpose: as a rallying point for the English army and to symbolize the crusading nature of the enterprise. Detailed accounts of the troop formations vary, but it is likely that archers formed the English front line, with spearmen directly behind and unmounted knights in the rear.
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