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On 26 August 1346, Edward III’s army of English men-at-arms and
archers and Welsh archers and spearmen crushed the vastly superior forces
of Philip of France, on the low ridge and valley that runs between
Crécy-en-Ponthieu and Wadicourt. The victory was a great shock to the
French. The thousands of longbowmen of Edward’s army, preserving
perfect discipline and shooting arrows ‘so thickly and evenly that they fell
like snow’,' outranged the mercenary crossbowmen sent forward by the
French to open their attack, and then shot down fifteen or sixteen separate
cavalry charges, or so disorganised them that, though hard-pressed, the
English men-at-arms, fighting on foot, were able to hold their positions.
France reeled; King Philip, wounded in the face by an arrow, narrowly
escaped and set about persuading his young Scottish ally, King David, to
invade England and provide a diversion.

The details of the Scottish attack, the sacking of Lanercost and so
forth, and the advance towards Durham, are dealt with earlier in this
volume. Edward of England, with rare strategic foresight, had provided for
just such a contingency, and was able to field a capable army to oppose the
invasion. It seems as if this army, under the command of Henry Percy,
Ralph Neville, the archbishop of York, Lord Mowbray and Thomas of
Rokeby, was comparable to the small force with which Henry V, sixty-nine
years later, faced the massive French army at Agincourt. It is likely the total
English force at Neville’s Cross was about 6,000 strong, though the
proportion of men-at-arms to archers was probably higher than the
Agincourt force which numbered 1,000 men-at-arms and 5,000 archers.

The contemporary Anonimalle Chronicle of St Mary’s Abbey at York
speaks of an army of over 10,000 archers and men-at-arms,” and equally
contemporary lists suggest 2 number of just over 3,000 mounted archers.®
The speed with which the English responded to the Scottish threat rather
suggests that at least the greater part of the archer force had been
swift-moving, so I am inclined to think that between 3,000 and 4,000
archers out of a total force of 10,000 represents the proportion fielded at
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Neville’s Cross. Thus, if the total was more like 6,000, 2,000 archers would
seem 2 likely proportion, most of them mounted. The question is: how
effective were they, and what could they achieve with their weapons in
1346¢

David of Scotland thought the main strength of the English was across
the Channel. Edward III, foreseeing the threat, had provided against it, and
though he probably took the cream of both English and Welsh bowmen
with him, he certainly left behind a force of archers to be reckoned with.

According to a report of the battle written in a letter by one Thomas
Sampson, and of which copies can be seen in the Bodleian Library, Oxford,
‘twice’, once battle was joined, ‘the archers were driven back’ (descx fois se
retrairerent les archers e communes de nostre partie, mais nos gents d'armes se
combalierent e se continuerent durment bien tantq les arches ¢ communes reassemblerent).
We are offered a picture of an archer force which perhaps lacked both the
numbers and the solid cohesion of the Crécy bowmen, but which
nevertheless was sufficiently well-ordered and disciplined to get themselves
back into action after a reverse.*

Before offering a little research into the effectiveness of these archers’
weapons, a short footnote: why, at a Durham battle was the warlike
Thomas Hatfield, bishop of Durham, not in the command structure? He
was, in fact, with Edward’s army in France, and when during the Battle of
Crécy the sixteen-year old Prince Edward of Wales in the vanguard, or
English right wing, was hard pressed by the French, those about the prince
sent for help to his father, who held a large reserve behind the immediate
batte-lines. The king sent the famous answer back et the boy win his
spurs’,’ but did allow the Bishop of Durham, with twenty knights, to go to
his son’s assistance. :

In my book Longhow: A Social and Military History, first published in
1976, I wrote: ‘I believe we cannot be far wrong if we say that by the reign
of Edward III his archers would have used longbows of 80 / up to 160 /&
draw-weight, achieving ranges up to 300 yards.” When the archery world in
general laughed at my claim, I argued that my guesswork was based on the
sort of bow-strength that would best have suited the one surviving
medieval arrow we then knew of, found in Westminster Abbey in 1878,
which I and my team had measured for ‘spine’, or stiffness, and weight,
allowing for shrinkage and desiccation. The results of those measurements
suggested very heavy bows — heavy, that is, to modem longbow archers
who seldom use bows stronger than 6065 /s draw-weight.
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