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longbow could be deceiving, because it took many years of difficult practice, generally
from childhood onward, to use it effectively or even to draw it properly.
A dozen battles from the early 1300s to the early 1400s illustrate the use of these
ions and the shift from knight to peasant. Any one of them could work for this
n, but I chose Crécy for a number of reasons. First, it is one of the most
examples because the new weapons caused such a one-sided victory (as we
—students see the lesson and its implications instantly. Second, it happened
r when the Plague was approaching the heart of Europe, so this timing makes
- compare the results and effects of the military changes with those of the
Third, it is essentially a fairly simple battle, in which the action is easy to
Finally, the students respond well to the details of this particular battle,
y to the fact that one of the English commanders (Edward, the Black Prince)
en years old, and they love the story of the most famous casualty of the battle:
ag John of Bohemia. These stories make this battle interesting and fun.

tive Description of the Battle

'be able to run this simulation and to answer questions from students, we need
what happened before and during the battle itself. We have a number of
:detailed descriptions, both from the period of Crécy and by modern scholars,
which can be found in the footnotes and would be useful as supplemental
issignments, but the following overview of the battle will offer enough details
ng the simulation.

ie Battle of Crécy was part of the Hundred Years War, a struggle between the
nd the English for control of the disputed kingship of France. The Battle of
ke most of the battles of this war, was fought on the continent, when English
ward III brought a small force from England and invaded lands controlled by
dng Philip VI. After the English besieged several towns and penetrated almost
the French raised a much larger force and began to pursue the English back
he English Channel.* Philip’s army caught up with the English, who retreated
red away, just ahead of French pursuers, to the neighborhood of the town of
and to which Edward had a fairly clear title because it had been part of his
s dowry.

iward chose carefully the spot for his last stand. He brought his men to the top
hill at the edge of a dense forest. As his men turned to face the French, they
the only road through the forest; a wall of trees stood behind and to the right
nglish soldiers. Also to their right sat the town of Crécy and a river, roughly

Yman, A History of the Art of War in the Middle Ages, vol. 2 (New York: Burt Franklin, 1924;
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chalk and draw the bridge at the town of Crécy. Alternatively, you could use a sidewalk
for the road that bisected the battlefield. Ininclement weather, I have moved indoors,
one wall of a wide hallway serving as the forest/river and the other as the village of
Wadicourt. If you move inside to the classroom, desks that are cleared out of the way
can serve as the forest on one side of the room.

Dividing students into sides can range from simple to elaborate. (I tend toward

elaborate, as you will see.) Since the numbers of people involved in the battle are not
ear from the sources, the exact numbers of people on either side is not critical except
at there should be approximately 1.5 to four French soldiers to every English one—
‘hink two to one is a reasonable compromise, historically and practically. About half
“the people in the English ranks should be designated as archers and one-fifth of the
rench as crossbowmen. You can choose students to portray the two kings who can be
T great help in directing the action of the battle.

I like to add an additional, optional teaching element to this part of the process
y giving each student a label that shows a more specific identity, using a square of
aper to serve as a “livery badge.” Liveries were the badges or colors that identified
soldier with a particular lord, not with a nation as a modern uniform would. The
adges read “Genoese crossbowman” or “Welsh archer, Black Prince’s service” or
Bohemian knight, King John’s retainer” or “French knight, Count of Alencon’s
stainer.” The names and even the coats of arms and/or badges of leading nobles in the
attle are easy to fine online or in books of heraldry. This is a part of the preparation
1e students can do for themselves.

The use of badges makes their roles more personal, but, more importantly, it
llows me to talk about liveries. I emphasize that these men were fighting on behalf of
1dividuals and that, by this time, feudalism had decayed to the point that most English
oldiers (and some of the French) were hired for the job of soldiering rather than being
ound by oaths to fight for their lords—so-called “bastard feudalism.” Likewise, the
resence of the Genoese mercenaries reflects another aspect of the same shift and can
ven provide a segue to discussing the “mercenary companies” that had such a big
npact on much of Europe (particularly Italy) during this century and afterwards, as
liccolo Machiavelli has famously described in The Prince.” Western Europe was

(...continued)
10dern examinations of the most likely site of the battle, will find an excellent source in Ayton and Sir
hilip Preston, “Topography and Archery: Further Reflections,” in Ayton, et.al., /346, 351-78.

'See the work of Williamn Caferro for specific examples on this subject. For a description of the impact

1at these companies could have on the society, econoiny, and politics of a powerful city, see his

dercenary Companies and the Decline of Siena (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press,

998), while John Hawkwood: An English Mercenary in Fourteenth-Century Italy (Baltimore: The

ohns Hopkins University Press, 2006) profiles one of these mercenaries and his impact on Italian
(continued...)
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to wait for the next row. The dead French should remain kneeling in the
eate the confusion of the battlefield.

yoint, as you can imagine, the next French row generally shows reluctance
ird. Tell the French ranks in the back to nudge the front ranks forward,
spened. This same pattern should be repeated over and over until half or
ench are dead or scattered. At this point, tell everyone to stop and, if you
;roup, to gather around. If not, it can be more instructive to have them
:ze where everyone is.

ion

iext phase of the activity, begin with the statistics of the numbers killed
what made things turn out this way. There are many aspects of planning
) that students quite rightly will bring up, and they will return to many of
rbrought up before the battle, but eventually the answer will come around
ogy of the longbow and the actions of the commoners. The main point
; that the people who did most of the killing were common people, not
a0st of the people killed were their so-called betters. Then get to the crux
natter: “How will the attitudes of these commoners [the English archers]
‘hey go home? What implications does this have for the class system?”
, steer the discussion toward the large overview of history, the fact that
reals the thin edge of a huge wedge. Longbows will soon give way to
trajectory of the future should be clear. Common people will become
¢ important in warfare and eventually will displace the feudal armies with
»f paid soldiers and, later, of conscripts. Since the knightly monopoly of
one of the defining characteristics of the Medieval period and lay at the
lom, it is not too much to say that at this battle we are witnessing the
> Middle Ages.

ts should come away from this simulation and discussion with insights on
ent levels. First, on a practical, tactile level, students will gain a new
n the experience of war for medieval soldiers; the simulation—combined
" imagination—suggests the carnage, confusion, and emotions of the
-also reveals a bit about the practicalities of weapons and tactics and how
olving. Next, students will visualize how social ranks and feudal ties
practical situation and how these medieval structures were changing in
Finally, students will gain a foothold on several critical issues with
1g-term significance, particularly the gradual and uneven growth of the
common person, as opposed to that of the knightly elite.







