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PROLOGUE:
THE FIRST SHOT

The city of Lichfield in Staffordshire nestles in rural tranquillity in the very heart of England, just under twenty miles north-east of the sprawling conurbation that Birmingham has become. It has earned the description of the loyal and ancient city: ancient because there has been a cathedral church in the city since the year 700, loyal because it remained faithful to the Crown during the Great Rebellion of the mid-seventeenth century.

Modern Lichfield is a hybrid. It has its supermarkets and its chain stores, but unlike in so many town centres these are incorporated into streets that have barely changed in hundreds of years. Timber-framed buildings jostle cheek by jowl for space with modern red brick and steel. Some street names may have changed, but it is still laid out roughly in the same proportions in which it was first fortified by Bishop Roger de Clinton, who looked after the spiritual health of the city from 1129 to 1148.

The landscape of Lichfield is dominated by its famous cathedral. It is the only cathedral in England with three spires, and these imposing landmarks can be seen for miles. There had been one or possibly two Saxon churches on the site since the year 700, but nothing of these remains. The present cathedral is Norman, built at the end of the eleventh century from local sandstone and then extended and finally completed in 1330. Unlike many English cathedrals, Lichfields had no monastic community attached to it and so possessed no accompanying monastery or cloisters. But a significant population of bishops, priests and other clergy required housing, and their accommodation became known as the Cathedral Close. Bishop de Clinton fortified it in the twelfth century with a great stone wall around the perimeter and a deep ditch dug in front of that as an additional deterrent. Just over two hundred years later, one of his successors, Walter de Langton, completed the cathedral with the construction of the Lady Chapel and also had built for himself a splendid Bishops Palace. This was replaced in 1687 by the building that currently occupies the site.

A modern visitor to Lichfield would not find it too difficult to cast the mind back seven hundred years. This old part of the city is still laid out in the pattern originally devised by Bishop de Clinton. Dam Street, a collection of buildings of varying vintage, some of them leaning at alarming angles, houses modern businesses, but it still meanders its narrow way down towards the cathedral. Lean against a door lintel in Dam Street now and look towards the great spires; just a little imagination conjures one of the decisive scenes in English history, complete with the acrid whiff of black powder, the yells of the mob, and the screams of the wounded as Lichfield found itself at the centre of the English Civil War.

In 1642 the simmering row between Parliament and the Crown over who should govern the country erupted into the First Civil War. King Charles I raised his standard at Nottingham on 22 August 1642 in what is generally agreed to be the official beginning of hostilities. The banner was blown flat very soon afterwards by a strong wind, taken by many to be an ill omen for the monarch and his Royalist forces, the Cavaliers.

The Civil War divided the country. There were a great many different reasons for choosing sides. Some fought out of loyalty to the Crown, others for conscience, still others because of family connections. Whatever the motive for taking up arms the conflict was generally drawn up on geographical lines. Those for the king included the North of England, Wales, the Borders and the West Country, while London, the South-East and the Eastern Counties lined up behind the Parliamentarian army whose steel helmets led to their nickname: the Roundheads.

Staffordshire in the Midlands was something of a buffer state. Allegiance was roughly evenly divided, with some towns and great houses garrisoned by Royalists and others by Parliamentarians. The county was of huge strategic significance to whichever side could wrest control.

The Civil War came to Lichfield when the Royalist Earl of Chesterfield arrived in the town with a small force of thirty dragoons just before Christmas 1642. In the coming months local noblemen brought their own troops, and by March 1643 the Lichfield garrison had grown to about 300 men. The most obvious place to station them was in The Close, alongside the cathedral, where they could take advantage of its ancient defences.

Chesterfields Royalist force was not wholly impressive, however. The 300 men inside The Close were badly trained, poorly equipped, inadequately provisioned and, by all accounts, ill led. Chesterfield was fifty-nine, old for a fighting man in any age, venerable in the seventeenth century. He was also an ineffectual commander, whatever ability he possessed hampered by chronic gout.

Robert Greville, the second Lord Brooke, on the other hand, was a 35-year-old charismatic leader from an influential and distinguished family in the neighbouring county of Warwickshire. He had become a Member of Parliament when he was just nineteen; later in life his adventurous nature had taken him into one of the early trading companies that founded settlements in New England. He was nonetheless a strict Puritan, and as such opposed the Catholic king on religious grounds. Just before the start of the Civil War he had formed a garrison at Warwick Castle, and when war broke out he pledged his allegiance to Cromwell and Parliament. After being appointed Lord Lieutenant of Militia for Warwickshire and Staffordshire he was commissioned as a colonel in the Parliamentarian army and raised a regiment of foot in London numbering a thousand men at the outbreak of the Civil War.

It was these men whom Brooke had marched out of London, resplendent in their distinctive purple livery, to join the Parliamentary commander, the Earl of Essex, at Edgehill, in the first great encounter of the war. Charles I, with an army raised in Wales, Yorkshire and the Midlands, had advanced towards the capital. The kings men left Shrewsbury on 12 October 1642, while the Parliamentarian forces, led by Essex, raced to intercept them. The Royalists won the race and the Parliamentarians were forced to join battle at Edgehill in southern Warwickshire on 23 October as they attempted to deny the kings progress. In a textbook battle of its time, the two evenly matched armies  each of around 13,000 men  lined up in the same formation: infantry to the centre, cavalry on the flanks. There were some musketeers but they did not play a significant part in the encounter. The king held the high ground, which made it difficult for Essexs artillery, firing uphill, to have much impact. However the slope of the hill was such that the Royalist guns had little effect. After inconclusive cavalry charges Edgehill degenerated into an infantry battle, a brutal, bruising clash of two static bodies of soldiers. The fighting was fierce and bloody, initially at pikes length  some sixteen feet  but when the armies closed and the pikes were ineffective it was hand-to-hand. They fought hour after hour like some giant murderous rugby scrum, a few feet of ground gained or lost, the exertions of the two sides turning their sweat to steam, which hung above this great seething mass on the cold October day. It was only sheer exhaustion and the fall of night that stopped the fighting.

At the end of the day there were about 3,000 dead, many of them wounded who had fallen victim to the cold in the night. So keenly matched were the two armies that their casualties were almost identical: 1,500 each. The battle, for all its carnage, proved utterly inconclusive. Although the kings troops now had cleared the road to London, they were in no state to make the onward journey. Similarly Essexs force, already exhausted by its long march to the battlefield, withdrew to Brookes garrison at Warwick Castle to regroup.

Brookes regiment had paid a heavy price. They had been mangled in the fight and reduced to fewer than 500 men. Even so, after Edgehill Brooke used what was left of his force to secure Warwickshire for Cromwell and ultimately captured Stratford-on-Avon. When news of the Royalist garrisoning of Lichfield reached the Earl of Essex, he ordered Brooke to march on the town. Brooke had his own battle-hardened troops with him and he was allowed 700 reinforcements from throughout Warwickshire. In addition he was given several pieces of artillery to support his cause. On the evening of 1 March 1643 they camped in a field just to the south of Lichfield, which is known today as Cromwells Meadow. Before bedding down for the night Brooke led his 1,200 troops in prayer and asked for a sign from the Almighty that right was on their side.

Although strict and stern, Brooke was a hugely influential leader, and the Earl of Essex must have felt secure in the knowledge that the grim-faced Lord Brooke would bring the cathedral city into Parliamentarian control. Brooke himself felt confident as he drew up plans to order his artillery into the fray. Seventeenth-century artillery was used more for psychological effect than destructive power, but he would doubtless have believed that he could soon begin to pound the cathedral defences into submission.

The siege of Lichfield began on 2 March 1643, which was the feast of St Chad, the patron saint of the city. Not quite the sign from above that Brooke had been looking for, but perhaps an omen nonetheless: like the flattening of the Royal standard, it turned out to be far from propitious.

The day started well for Brooke. As the Parliamentarians poured into the town early in the morning of 2 March it seemed as though they would swiftly carry the day. As the streets and alleyways filled with smoke from muskets and the air rang with the clash of swords and the anguished cries of the maimed and dying, Brookes men began to gain the upper hand. The Cavaliers fought a rearguard action through the narrow winding streets until they could seek the protection of The Close. Brooke meanwhile was able to set up a command post in Sadler Street, the modern-day Market Street, barely half a mile from the cathedral itself.

Brookes strong Puritan convictions required the destruction of the towering Gothic cathedral topped by the kings standard, symbol of everything Brooke had dedicated his life to defeating. The Parliamentarians did not have a traditional siege cannon, but they did have a demi-culverin. It fired a ball weighing about ten pounds  smaller than the traditional siege cannons, but with the advantage of a longer range. Its maximum range was around 5,000 yards in perfect conditions, but realistically it was effective up to about 800 yards. Certainly Brookes troops believed it would do the trick. They had given it a nickname  Black Bess  suggesting affection and more than sufficient faith in its abilities. Supporting Black Bess, Brookes force also had a number of smaller artillery pieces. He decided to begin his attack with a bombardment of the South Gate of The Close from Dam Street. Black Bess was ordered into the line and sited around 100 yards away.

The Royalists were not idle spectators as the Parliamentarians made their preparations. They continued to pour musket fire into the attackers as they set up their field artillery. The defenders of The Close knew that Black Bess would effectively be operating at point-blank range. It was imperative that the gun crew be put out of action as quickly as possible. The Roundheads initial artillery barrage did little more than punch holes in the wooden gates and blow large pieces of masonry off the walls, but it was obvious that in time they would do enough to allow Brooke and his troops to pour into The Close. The Royalists, heavily outnumbered, could expect to be slaughtered by the invading Parliamentarians and the city would be lost.

Two things happened next in fairly quick succession.

On the Royalist side we know that two men, growing increasingly frustrated by their inability to inflict any damage on the gunners, decided to seek another solution. They left the gatehouse walls and climbed on to the roof of the central spire of the cathedral. This was a journey that many of the defenders would have made, because lead from the cathedral roof was being melted down to make musket balls to supplement ammunition. The central spire is some 250 feet tall and they must also have hoped that from there they might have a good enough view to perhaps pick off some of the gun crew as they went about their work. Time was against them as they clambered along the slopes of the spire, risking being shot at themselves.

On the Parliamentarian side we know that Brooke too was becoming frustrated. Black Bess was not having the instant effect he had hoped for and he decided to move forward to assess the situation personally. Brooke left his command centre in Sadler Street and made his way to the back of a house in Dam Street. As he stepped out from the doorway to move towards the gun a shot rang out from the cathedral. Brooke fell dead. He was the first recorded British victim of a sniper.

There are two schools of thought as to how Brooke met his end. The first is simply that he had the great misfortune to be in the wrong place at the wrong time, the random victim of a stray shot. Some even suggest that he was sitting by a window watching the battle when he was struck by a ricochet. The supporters of this theory offer no concrete evidence to back it up, on the basis that it requires none: it was entirely the product of chance.

The second opinion suggests that Robert Greville, the second Lord Brooke, was indeed the victim of a deliberate sniper attack.

One of the two men who had left the South Gate to go up on to the cathedral roof was John Dyott, the brother of Richard Dyott, an influential local figure and Royalist supporter. He was armed with a fowling piece, a gun normally used for shooting ducks. About six feet long with a barrel about an inch and a half in diameter, it was a formidable weapon, especially when loaded with a ball that had been made from the lead taken from the cathedral roof and melted for that express purpose. The bullet would have been only a little smaller than a golf ball and much, much heavier.

John Dyott and his comrade in arms had clambered on to the cathedral roof with the express purpose of trying to do whatever they could to turn the moment to their advantage. It is argued that Dyott and the other man were on the roof when they saw Brooke watching his gun crew from the doorway. Brooke had been shouting at his gunners but, again frustrated, he stepped out from the protection of the door lintel to give more detailed instruction. As he did so John Dyott, who had been watching intently, took careful aim and fired. Brooke was wearing a purple tunic with full breastplate, as well as a steel helmet with a barred visor  the uniform is currently on display at Warwick Castle  but none of this protected him from the fatal shot. The musket ball struck him in the left eye and he died instantly.

An unnamed witness gave a graphic account of the death of the Parliamentarian commander. According to this version, Brooke had made his way towards the artillery crew after rejecting an offer of surrender from Chesterfield.


my Lord would not consent to, nor did the commanders think fit, so they set to it again. My Lord observing something that he liked not in the fight, put forth his head out of the window to direct, which he had no sooner done but unhappily a bullet stroke [struck] him in the left eye, which instantly put an end to his life without speaking one word. This much enraged us and put this resolution into us, that we would die every man, but we would take the place and put every man to the sword in it.



The weight of available evidence tends to support the belief that it was a deliberate action that led to the death of Lord Brooke. However, some doubts remain. If you stand in that same doorway, underneath the plaque which marks the spot where Brooke fell, the distance to the roof of the cathedral is considerable, perhaps as much as 200 yards. Could a man really hope to take aim and hit a target with such a rudimentary weapon at that range? To make a fatal shot, from such a precarious vantage point, in the heat of battle would be a tidy piece of marksmanship even with sophisticated weaponry. To make a similar shot 350 years ago with a cannibalised gun normally used for shooting ducks is nothing short of remarkable.

Clarendons official account of the Civil War suggests that Brooke was killed as the result of a shot fired by a common soldier. John Dyott, it has been argued, as the brother of such an influential Royalist, would hardly have fitted that description. However, John Dyott was deaf and mute from birth, known locally as Dumb Dyott. As such, no matter how much patronage he received from his famous brother he would not have been able to discharge the duties of an officer and is likely to have remained a common soldier.

Historians may still debate the point, but in Lichfield itself you would find it hard to convince anyone that Lord Brooke died at the hands of anyone other than Dumb Dyott. The Dyott family certainly take credit for the kill, and the deadly gun is allegedly still in the familys possession today.

The death of Lord Brooke had an instant effect on his men. They poured forward with renewed aggression, spurred on by their desire to avenge their much-loved commander. While the Roundheads sought a replacement for Brooke, his men were led by his second-in-command, Sir John Gell. He played his part in inciting the attackers by putting a bounty on the Earl of Chesterfield, dead or alive, as well as offering a reward of fortie shillings a man to the first ten soldiers to enter The Close after its walls had been breached.

Eventually the Parliamentarians brought a large mortar into play, which led to another attempt by Chesterfield to sue for peace. The defenders of The Close tried to arrange a parley with Brooke, unaware that he was dead. Chesterfields terms were rejected and harsher ones dictated by Sir John Gell and the other surviving officers. Gells conditions were accepted after some consideration, and Chesterfield and his men finally surrendered in return for not being put to death.

The death of Lord Brooke was a serious blow to the Parliamentary cause in the Midlands. It left a significant gap in the leadership: men of his presence and acumen were rare. Perhaps more importantly, the Parliamentarians missed his influence in a relatively turbulent area. As a well-known and energetic supporter of the cause, Brooke was skilled at forging alliances and rallying supporters to Cromwells banner.

No one can certify how Lord Brooke died, other than to say that it was from a musket ball to the head. The stray shot theory has its supporters, but the notion of an aimed shot has more romance. It pits the single marksman against his victim. It personalises the otherwise random violence of the battlefield. It provides a narrative amid the chaos, a kind of brutal poetry: one shot, one kill.

The prominent victim whose death carries disproportionate influence, a blow to morale and organisation, will be remembered heroically. But the shooter? He melts away into the mists of history and uncertainty, if he ever existed at all. That pattern will be repeated again and again for hundreds of years as the sniper perfects his shadowy craft.



1
SLINGS AND ARROWS

In the opening sequence of 2001: A Space Odyssey director Stanley Kubrick and his collaborator, the scientist and novelist Arthur C. Clarke, suggest that humankinds first evolutionary step was not to use tools constructively but to convert them to weapons. Whether it was a rock or a stone, or the jawbone of an ass, if it could be gripped and swung then it could be used as a weapon. Loud screams and fierce looks might intimidate opponents but weapons settle the argument.

With the development of human intelligence came the parallel development of weaponry. We discovered for example that certain types of rock would splinter along natural fault lines to leave an edge, then that this edge could be improved by striking it against a harder surface. Fixed to a handle that stone becomes a weapon that will easily split the skull of an enemy.

Fundamental discoveries such as fire and cooking happened largely by accident. So too did our progress in this prehistoric arms race. The man who noticed that branches carbonised by the fire after the tree was struck by lightning were harder and sharper than green branches that might bend or splinter probably became the alpha male in his tribe of hunter-gatherers.

These discoveries had all been made by about 30,000 BC. But all of these sharp stakes and axes and clubs had to be used within arms reach of an opponent, in risky proximity. If your enemy was more skilful, or simply had a longer reach, then the advantage quickly evaporated. What primitive mankind sought was a weapon that could be used from a distance, leaving its user exposed to minimal risk of injury. The javelin and its forerunners were fine, since they could be hurled a considerable distance and with reasonable accuracy. They tended however only to be really effective when thrown en masse. These early javelins were not the sleek, aerodynamically designed models of modern athletics events; they had barbs at one end so that the point would stick in the wound. Later they were designed so that the shaft would break away from the head on impact, so that it could not be recovered and hurled back. But the javelin was large and cumbersome, and limiting in the numbers that could be easily carried into a fight.

Two technologies offered the advantage of being able to attack a distant target repeatedly: the sling and the bow appear in human conflict for the first time, and they represent an evolutionary leap in weaponry. They are primitive missile systems. Both could be devastating in their accuracy and both could be used without exposing the user to too much risk.

The sling is the simplest of weapons; few are more elegantly efficient. Take a good round stone about the size of a mans fist, place it in the centre of a long narrow strip of cloth or hide, grab both ends of the strip together and then whirl it around your head as fast as you are able. Releasing one end of the strip produces a combination of centrifugal force and potential energy, which will turn your rock into a missile capable of travelling a considerable distance with a good degree of accuracy. Slingstones travel too fast to be seen or dodged; used en masse they can have a devastating effect.

The bow and arrow is similarly remarkable as an elegant marriage of form and function. All it took was a branch bent into a D, the gut of a dead animal strung between the two end points, and a sharpened twig or branch notched at one end so it could be held on the bowstring. With practice the bow became mans most useful tool in the hunt. No longer was it necessary to wait for an animal to stray into the noose of a carefully set snare. No longer would the hunter howl in frustration as a beast startled by a noise or the scent of his presence bolted away while a spear was still in flight. Instead an arrow could be delivered with sufficient speed and force to kill an animal almost before it had been alerted by the noise of the bowstring. And if the first shot missed then arrows were light enough to carry in abundance, giving the chance of successive follow-up shots.

Although probably developed as hunting tools, slings and arrows were easily and inevitably adapted as weapons of war. The most famous slingshot of all is recounted in the Old Testament in the Book of Samuel, where the Israelite shepherd boy David slays the Philistine giant Goliath with a single shot from the sling that he had used to protect his sheep from predators.

The most significant development in adapting slings and bows for warlike purposes came after the discovery of the properties of copper around 8,000 years ago. Once it was realised that copper and tin could be smelted together to form bronze, then bows could be made from metal or from wood/metal composites, vastly increasing their range and power. Similarly, wooden arrows could be tipped with metal points to inflict even more damage. Around 1000 BC, man discovered how to smelt iron ore, and this added a new and effective range of materials to the arsenal.

The first battle for which substantial records survive, though by no means the first battle ever to be fought, was at Megiddo, a pass not far from what we now know as Mount Carmel in Israel. It took place in the early fifteenth century BC and it was fought by the army of Pharaoh Thutmoses III against an alliance of rebel tribes. It was a significant victory for the young pharaoh, since it enabled him to increase Egypts dominance from Syria in the north to the River Euphrates in the east. Taking a longer view, the battle at Megiddo is important because it is the first recorded use of archery in war. Thutmoses army attacked in a crescent formation with swords and spears for close-in fighting, supported by massed ranks of bowmen who fired into the enemy formation as they advanced.

The military use of the archer coincided with the development of the chariot. In the second millennium BC, Egypt under leaders such as Thutmoses III and Ramesses II achieved military dominance in the region because of their use of chariots, which provided a mobile firing platform for an archer. The early chariots were light, often made of wicker, and large enough only for the archer and a driver, who might wear protective armour. The chariots were pulled by a pair of horses and, although they were limited in their manoeuvrability by their fixed wheels and wide turning circles, an attack by massed charioteers charging into an enemy that had been demoralised by flight after flight of arrows loosed into their ranks made the Egyptians all but unbeatable.

Other races inevitably developed chariot technology of their own, foremost among them the Hittites, who were Egypts main rivals in the region, and the Assyrians. In the seventh century BC, when Assyria effectively dedicated itself to being a military power, the whole state was built around a professional army. This army was self-financing. It would conquer neighbouring territories, and the economy of the Assyrian dominion depended almost entirely on what was looted from conquered neighbours. Using new technology  most of their weapons were made of iron  the Assyrians employed sophisticated tactics based around the bow and the chariot to establish military superiority. The Assyrian archers would unleash wave upon wave of metal-tipped arrows into the ranks of the enemy before their iron-clad chariots would smash through the opposing infantry.



Some of the best slingers in the known ancient world came from Greece, especially Rhodes. The Rhodian slingers were capable of outdistancing archers with well-aimed shots estimated at around 350 metres. Their missiles were no longer confined to smooth stones. They could be of either ceramic or lead. There are examples of lead slingstones being found with slogans carved on their soft surface, much as Second World War bomb crews would chalk messages on the bombs they were about to drop. The acorn-shaped slingstone could be doubly effective. A direct hit would frequently be delivered with enough force to be lethal, but even a wound could eventually prove fatal. The stone could break the skin and lodge in the flesh, where its smooth surface made it difficult to remove. If the wound closed over and infection set in, the victim was doomed to a lingering and intensely painful death.

Philip of Macedon used both slingers and bowmen in the army he bequeathed to his son, Alexander the Great, who used it to build the greatest empire the world had seen. The Romans too used slingshots, and each legionary was supposed to carry one. In later years a pole-mounted sling was developed which would deliver a larger payload and can be seen as a forerunner of the siege machine.

It was a force of slingers that helped inflict on Rome one of its heaviest defeats. In the Second Punic War, the Romans faced the Carthaginians under the command of Hannibal. Hannibals army was largely composed of mercenaries from Spain, France and North Africa; it was confronted by the supreme discipline of the Roman legions. But at Cannae in Southern Italy in 216 BC Hannibal won the day. His slingers were from the Balearics and, noted for their combination of skill and savagery, were the most useful part of Hannibals infantry. They carried three slings of differing lengths which allowed them to commence fire at long range, continue to harass the enemy as they closed, and deliver a final deadly volley at short range before the two masses of infantry collided. Although they would normally be supported by the war elephants with which the Carthaginian general is for ever associated, these massive weapons were all dead by the time his army reached Cannae. The slingers operated without support that day, but were able to act with such precision at such a distance that they caused huge damage to the Roman ranks. His cavalry finally won the day for Hannibal at Cannae, but his success was built on the use of the slingers.



The Roman legion remained the regions predominant force even after Cannae. To oppose it required luck and ingenuity. It isnt surprising, therefore, that a significant development in the history of weaponry occurred at the scene of another Roman defeat.

Almost 150 years after Cannae Rome had begun to look toward the East for further conquests. The wealthy aristocrat Publius Crassus gambled on an invasion of Parthia, just to the east of modern Syria, to win him enough popular support to advance his political ambitions over Julius Caesar. Acting on his own authority he invaded Parthia in 53 BC, but his army was intercepted at Carrhae by a Parthian force commanded by Surena, a ruthless but brilliant general. Surena had the initial advantage of having chosen his ground. The Roman legions found themselves surrounded on a flat plain, far from their base, and without cavalry support. Surenas force was about the same size as Crassuss, but included some 10,000 cavalry, all using bows, with a supply train of 1,000 camels whose sole function was to resupply the archers with arrows.

The bows used at Carrhae were vastly different from the crude devices favoured by early hunters. The basic wooden bow had given way to a composite construction often of wood and horn. Wood was still the starting point, but it was now embellished and augmented. Thin layers or strips of horn would be glued to the belly of the bow, that part which faces the archer, to give it strength, while on the other side layers of animal sinew were stuck on. Two conflicting forces  the compression of the horn and the elasticity of the sinew  produced a weapon that would unleash a considerable amount of power.

The biggest limitation of horse-mounted cavalry was that it was hard to fire a bow from horseback with any degree of accuracy while still controlling the horse as you raced towards your enemy. The development of the saddle and stirrups, probably in India in the first century BC, changed all of that.

The Parthians had quickly mastered this new technology, developing what came to be known as the Parthian shot. Surenas cavalry could race full-tilt firing arrows from horseback at the Roman legions. The Romans battle tactics relied heavily on the protection of their shields; their normal defensive position was the testudo  literally the tortoise  in which the shields were held over their heads and at their sides to form a protective wall of armour that would deflect most enemy fire. The testudo could then move forward and batter its way through opposing lines with bone-breaking force. This however is only effective if you have an enemy who is willing to engage a lumbering, essentially static force with one of its own. But rather than meet the Romans head-on, the Parthians could wheel away at the last moment and let fly. The Parthian shot was simply the ability of the Parthian archers to turn in their saddles and fire accurately behind them as they were racing back to their own lines.

By using these hit-and-run tactics, Surena systematically picked Crassuss legions apart. Shower after shower of arrows fell on the Roman shields, eventually forcing them to retreat. But there was nowhere to go. Small clusters of men would be separated from the main body and slaughtered without mercy. The Romans were helpless. In the right circumstances their short stabbing sword  the gladius  was a fearsome weapon, but it required the enemy to be no more than five feet away to be effective. Here, with an enemy that refused to engage on those terms, they were trapped by the size of their force and their lack of mobility. Crassus, facing defeat and disgrace, attempted to negotiate his way out, but Surena had him executed and his troops put to the sword.

After Carrhae, the horse-mounted bowman was all but invincible on the battlefield until European armies developed effective counter-measures, principally the crossbow, almost a thousand years later. It had previously been difficult for a bareback rider, or one using merely a horse blanket for comfort, to fire a bow in combat. Now, whether using the Parthian shot or not, the limitations on the horse-bowman had been removed. Within 500 years, Attila the Hun with an army composed almost entirely of horse-mounted bowmen would sweep out of Asia through Southern Europe and to the gates of Rome itself. Every one of Attilas men went into battle on horseback with a bow and several quivers full of arrows. In addition he could have as many as half a dozen horses in reserve, each of them as heavily supplied as the other. Hun archers could hit a man at a distance of 100 metres on a flat trajectory, double that if they were firing into a massed enemy where they would unleash their arrows in a high, steepling, parabolic trajectory.

By the fifth century AD weapons development was racing far ahead of battlefield tactics. Combat still took place more or less by appointment, with two opposing groups rushing at each other until one was crushed into submission or both ground themselves to a stalemate. Even the Roman army, for all its vaunted sophistication in engineering, still fought as a phalanx, battering its way into the enemy before cutting them to pieces at close range with the gladius. However, what military strategists might later recognise as the weapon of decision was beginning to emerge.

The effectiveness of a weapon was beginning to be influenced as much by the user as the weapon itself. Employed correctly it could decide the outcome of the battle. The archer had been a remote combatant who would unleash volleys of arrows in great clouds towards the enemy from relative safety. As such he was frequently scorned by infantrymen. Once a bowman was put on horseback he could carry the fight to the enemy, picking his shots, but at the same time exposing himself to danger. This shift towards personal skill rather than massed fire would be emphasised even more in another major development.



The crossbow was a simple but deadly invention. Generally it comprised a wooden stock or handle with a bow made of wood or metal lying across it at right angles. The thick bowstring is too heavy to draw back manually, but it can be winched back, or spanned, by levers and held in place by a trigger and lock mechanism. A bolt, or quarrel, can then be placed in a groove that runs the length of the top of the stock. When the trigger is released the bowstring whips forward at considerable speed, catching the end of the bolt and propelling it towards the target with great force and accuracy. As with the conventional bow, composite forms also existed, with horn or whalebone placed between two pieces of wood for added power.

The crossbow, or arbalest as it is also sometimes known, seems to have been developed in China some time during the fourth century BC. The first mention of its existence is in an account of the Battle of Ma-Ling in 341 BC. Later still, in the first century AD, the historian Heron of Alexandria describes the use of a device he refers to as a gastraphetes or belly bow, which was spanned by placing the stock against the stomach and pushing a slide forward to lock with a trigger. The Romans, with their ability to cherry-pick the best of the technology from the lands they had conquered, brought the crossbow to Europe. The historian Vegetius Romanus wrote in AD 385 in De Re Militari  About the Military  that crossbowmen were an accepted part of the Roman armys establishment. Some historians suggest that the matter-of-fact manner in which these crossbowmen were mentioned by Vegetius indicates that they were far from a novelty.

But with the fall of the Roman Empire, the crossbow slowly disappeared from Europe. It would be a further 500 years before it was reinvented by the Normans, drawing on huge technological advances in the intervening half-millennium. The materials from which the crossbows were made had improved radically. The bows themselves were much stronger  the steel bow would appear by the fourteenth century  and methods of firing them had also improved.

The ammunition had become more deadly too. No longer content with arrows or wooden bolts, the crossbowman now fired a quarrel, a hardwood bolt tipped with a tempered metal point. A quarrel could reliably penetrate a shield or armour at a distance of up to 150 metres. The crossbow was lighter and its user could be more mobile on the battlefield. Although crossbowmen often had the freedom of the battlefield to select their targets, they were not, by a long way, the first snipers. But with weapons that could be aimed and fired in a more or less flat trajectory, a case can be made for these men as the earliest sharpshooters.

The crossbow had its drawbacks. Bulkier than a longbow, it also took longer to fire. Its range was limited by the physics of its own construction too: the weight of the cord required to propel the quarrel meant that it absorbed a lot of the energy released when the weapon was fired. A crossbow was generally effective only up to about 200 yards. Nonetheless in the eleventh century it was gaining a reputation as the ultimate weapon, since even at the extremes of its range it could puncture chain mail or armour and inflict a devastating and often fatal wound.

The crossbow also threatened the social order of the day. By the time it made its reappearance on the battlefields of Europe in the eleventh century, war had become the ultimate manifestation of the feudal system. Only the nobility were afforded protection in the form of suits of armour, while the serfs and mercenaries made do with chain mail or leather. Generally speaking, the only person who could inflict damage on a fully armoured nobleman would be one of his peers. A crossbow in the wrong hands, however, became potentially an instrument for social change by allowing a serf to deal a mortal wound to a feudal lord, and at a considerable distance. So effective had the crossbow become in penetrating armour that crossbowmen would frequently shoot the horses out from under the armoured knights rather than killing their riders. This allowed the knights to be captured as a valuable source of ransom.

A nobleman could find himself unhorsed, captured, and his lands taken by a rival in his absence with the whip of a crossbow string. Where once the armoured knight had been as invulnerable as Achilles, now, like him, he could be struck down as if by lightning. The crossbowman became so valuable that many were able to make a lucrative living as mercenaries.

The crossbow so threatened the social status quo that the
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