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(The Foot Soldier by Martin Windrow)                                                 Block  
Throughout the 14th century (1300’s) the importance of long bowmen increased in England.  The English government encouraged English peasants to learn and to practice the skills of archery, going so far as to ban any other sports on Sundays and holidays.  The long bow was an enormously difficult weapon to master.  Of all the weapons of the Middle Ages, the long bow required the most training and the most skill.  Anyone could pick up a battle ax and swing it.  But a long bow?  That was an entirely skill set.
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French Knights on the field of Agincourt, 1415

The Hundred Years' War was a series of conflicts waged from 1337 to 1453 between the Kingdom of England and the Kingdom of France.  The war was fought for control of the French throne.  During the Hundred Years War English kings recruited long bowmen by the thousands and paid them top wages.  In fact during this period of time, an English long bowman was the highest paid worker in England.  What this meant was an English long bowman would make more in a single campaigning season (July-October) than he would his entire life.  By recruiting thousands of long bowmen, English kings on their many expeditions to France, cancelled out the great advantages in numbers of French armored knights.  The best-of-the best of the French aristocracy were their knights, all of noble birth.  Typically, the English picked a defensive position which would force the proud French knights to charge them on a narrow front.  The English knights dismounted and formed a battle line behind their long bowmen.  The arrogant French knights would charge the English formation, only to have their warhorses slaughtered by English arrows, the riders thinned and weakened before they could come to swords-length with the waiting English knights.  When the French knights countered this tactic by attacking dismounted, in full armor, to fight the English knights on equal terms, the French found that at close range the great English longbow could send arrows even through steel plate.  Despite the military disasters of Crécy (1346) and Poitiers (1356), where the English long bowmen virtually wiped out the best of French knights for a generation, the French king seemed to learn absolutely nothing.  One more battle had to be fought and this would take place on 25 October 1415 in a churned up muddy field at Agincourt.
On a grey and dreary fall day in October 1415, Jean de Boisvert is riding into battle.  He is one of 10,000 French knights riding to fight the English at Agincourt.  Jean is from the region of Boisvert, given to him by his lord, Armond de Hellemes.  Ahead of him is the banner of Armond de Hellemes, the lord of Hellemes. The flag of Hellemes is an alternating pattern of blue and white.  On either side of Jean are dozens of other knights.  Brave with all the bright colors of heraldry, glittering on their polished armor, the crème de la crème of the French nobility ride forward across the muddy fields of fall to fight the English.

Waiting for Jean de Boisvert on the muddy field of Agincourt is an illiterate English archer named Tom Shepherd.  He is one of 5000 English long bowmen that make up the English army of King Henry V.  The other 2000 men in the army are English knights.  Tom is armed with a yew longbow and twenty-four arrows, each one a yard long.  His bow and arrow cost less than Jean de Boisvert’s steel helmet.  Like Jean, Tom has trained his entire life for war.  Unlike Jean, Tom is a commoner; unlike Jean, Tom fights behind sharpened stakes pounded into the muddy ground; unlike Jean, Tom is not a knight but an English man-at-arms; unlike Jean, Tom can kill from over one hundred yards; and unlike Jean, Tom will survive the day.  By the end of the day the best-of-the best of French nobility will lay dead in the mud.
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 English Long Bowman, Agincourt 1415
Tom Shepherd started training with a long bow when he was eight years old.  It takes ten years to master the weapon.  Tom has been training with the long bow for fifteen years.  He is twenty-three years old.  His upper body and shoulders are grotesquely over-developed.  Four inches of muscle ring his upper body.  To draw back the bowstring to the right ear requires 100 pounds of pull, an enormous amount of strength.  It’s the equivalent of lifting a 100 pound sack of gravel with one arm.  When Tom’s longbow is fully drawn, the arrow will point 4º to the left.  Because of this phenomenon of physics and optics, it takes an English long bowman at least ten years to learn how to compensate for the offset.  Without year after year of firing the longbow every Sunday and every holiday, every arrow will miss its target by 4º. After ten, twelve, fifteen years of drawing back the bow and shooting, Tom’s brain makes the calculation about range and offset automatically.  This skill only comes with years of experience.
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Cheap, simple longbows and arrows were made by the thousands in England.  In one year alone, England produced 20,000 longbows and 850,000 arrows.  One English law required six feathers from each goose killed to be turned in for arrow production.  The English arrows are all fitted with the deadly Bodkin head.  Brilliant forging gave the Bodkin head arrow a hardened tip to pierce armor and a softer wooden shaft so the arrow would not shatter on impact.  The long bows are cut from a yew trunk with springy outer sapwood for the back, and compressible heartwood for the belly of the bow

Tom Shepherd can fire seventeen arrows a minute from 120 yards.  This is standard for all English long bowmen.  Twelve of the seventeen arrows Tom fires will strike their target.  The arrows will tear through flesh, bone and steel armor at a velocity of 300 feet per second.  The long bow is a volley weapon.  It is most effective when all 5000 bowmen fire at the same time.  The command will be “Release in volley!”  Every minute, 85,000 arrows will rain down on the attacking French knights in a cloud of death.  The sound of the arrows in flight will be simply terrifying.  Worse yet will be the sound of the arrows ripping through man and horse, and clanging through steel plate armor.  The ten minutes it takes the French knights to wade through the ankle-deep mud, 850,000 arrows will launch from the English ranks.
It is dawn on the morning of 25 October 1415.  The early morning is cold and grey.  It has been raining for the past five days.  The tiny English army of Henry V is drawn up for battle.  The men shiver in the light rain.  Most of the army has dysentery.  The soldiers relieve themselves where they stand.  Most have not eaten in two days.  It is an absolutely miserable fall day. The English army is formed up in a narrow field between two woods.  The woods on the English flanks will funnel the French knights towards the archers and their sharpened stakes.  The farm field before the English ranks is freshly plowed.  The rain has transformed the plow furrows into a quagmire of sticky, oozing mud, so thick that it will pull off a man’s shoes.  Tom and the English archers have pounded sharpened stakes into the muddy ground around them.  The stakes are planted at a 45º angle.  Any French war horse that dares to charge the archers will be impaled through the chest.  Once the battle is over, the archers will remove the stakes.  The command will be, “pick up sticks.”
The Battle of Agincourt, 1415: English Army of Henry V=red, French knights=blue
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Just out of bowshot from the English battle line, stand 10,000 French knights, drawn up for battle. To reach the English lines they will have to charge through a hundred yards of deep, sucking mud.  There is a shimmer in the French line as it begins to move forward towards the English.  In the minute and a half it takes the French to charge through the sucking mud of Agincourt, over 100,000 high velocity arrows will shatter their ranks.  A hissing, clattering, steel-tipped hail storm pincushions French war horses and knights alike, hurling the armored knights to the ground.  As the range closes from one hundred yards to fifty and then to less than twenty yards, the sheet steel of the French armor no longer protects its wearer.  Here and there an arrow, striking true, punches strait through the breastplate or visor.  Ranks of French knights simply disappear.  The French knights wither and dwindle, some turning back lake a spent wave on the beach.  Those riders that reach the hedgehog of pointed stakes are dragged from their screaming horses and butchered by the English knights fighting on foot.  Within an hour it’s over.  The crème de la crème of French nobility is wiped out.  The muddy field of Agincourt is carpeted with the bodies of overt 7,000 French knights, all of noble birth. Another 1500 knights are captured and then ransomed back to France for gold and jewels.  For all practical purposes the best of the French nobility is annihilated in a morning.  English peasants armed with cheap bows have just destroyed the bulk of the French aristocracy.
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 Agincourt novel by Bernard Cornwell
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