


1. How much did weapons change in the Middle 
Ages?

Foot soldiers - Archers

• Archers were armed with 
longbows made from yew. 
They needed to be 
immensely strong to pull 
the bow, which was 
almost two meters long.

• Welsh and English 
longbowmen used a single-
piece longbow to deliver 
arrows that could 
penetrate plate armour 
and mail. 

• The longbow was a 
difficult weapon to 
master, requiring years 
of use and constant 
practice. 

• A skilled longbowman 
could shoot about 12 
arrows per minute. This 
rate of fire was far 
superior to competing 
weapons like the 
crossbow or early 
gunpowder weapons. 

The longbow

• At Crécy (1346) and Agincourt 
(1415), archers unleashed clouds 
of arrows into the ranks of 
knights. 

• At Agincourt, the charges of 
French knights were stopped by 
armour-piercing bodkin point 
arrows and horse-maiming 
broadheads. 

• The longbow was difficult to 
deploy in an offensive role, it was 
best used defensively.  

• Bowmen were extended in thin 
lines and protected and screened 
by pits (as at the Battle of 
Bannockburn), staves or trenches. 

• The longbow had an extreme range 
of 300 meters, an effective range 
of 200 meters and at 100 was 
devastating. It could send an 
arrow through almost any armour.

• The pike and the longbow put an 
end to the dominance of cavalry in 
European warfare, making the use 
of foot soldiers more important.

Schiltrons
• Schiltrons were a Scottish 

invention and were used at 
the battles of Falkirk 
(1298) and Bannockburn 
(1314)

• They were large, static 
formations of pikemen, 
usually in the form of a 
circle. They usually 
numbered about 2,000 
soldiers.

• Their purpose was to stop 
the charge of enemy 
knights and they worked in 
much the same way as 
infantry squares at the 
battle of waterloo in 1815.

• They were ineffective at 
Falkirk because Edward I 
used his archers to 
destroy the massed bodies 
of pikemen.

• At Bannockburn, Edward 
II, a far less imposing 
general, allowed the 
English cavalry to charge 
pointlessly at the 
schiltrons.

The decline of the knight
• Mounted knights armed with lances proved 

ineffective against formations of pikemen combined 
with archers whose weapons could penetrate most 
knights' armour. 

• This led to the development of new cavalry tactics. 
Knights and mercenaries deployed in triangular 
formations, with the most heavily armoured knights 
at the front.

• Knights began to fight dismounted, using two-handed 
swords, poleaxes and other weapons. The improved 
plate armour made them fairly immune to arrows.

Gunpowder
• Gunpowder eventually was to provoke even more 

significant changes. However, heavy cavalry 
continued to be an important battlefield arm of 
European armies until the nineteenth century, 

• In the late fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, 
arquebusiers or musketeers in formation with 
pikemen, were able to deal with cavalry charges. 

• Cannon were introduced to the battlefield in the 
early fifteenth century.

• They had a very poor rate of fire, which often meant 
that only one shot was fired in the course of an 
entire battle.

• Inaccuracy made them more of a psychological force 
than an effective anti-personnel weapon.



2. Was there any changes to the composition of the 
English armies, c. 1250 – 1500?

The composition of the army
• In Medieval England, there was no standing army; armies were raised when 

they were needed, i.e. to go to war.
• The king and his nobles maintained units of professional soldiers for 

protection; these formed the nucleus of an army when necessary.
• The medieval knight was usually mounted and armoured and connected with 

nobility or royalty.
• The cost of a knight's armour, horses, and weapons was considerable. 

Knights had to maintain the correct equipment to provide service
• Knights were heavy cavalry, designed to smash into other soldiers and 

formations.
• In the late thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, Edward I and Edward III 

transformed the English army.
• The armies that fought the Hundred Years' War were mostly paid 

professionals.
• The mounted raids devastating French territory and sacking French towns, 

led by Edward, the Black Prince, during the Hundred Years’ War were 
known as the chevauchée.

• The best infantrymen came from free land-owning yeomen; they provided 
archers and pikemen.

• Most Englishmen paid a tax (scutage) to escape their service and this 
money was used to create a permanent army.

Men-at-arms
• During the fourteenth and fifteenth 

centuries, the number of knights in the 
army fell and the number of men-at-arms 
rose.

• At Agincourt, all mounted soldiers were 
described as ‘men-at-arms’.



3. How much change was there in recruitment and 
training in the Middle Ages?

The feudal hierarchy
• The king was at the top of 

the feudal hierarchy. Next 
came the tenants-in-chief 
(barons). Below them were 
the knights.

• Tenants had to perform 
homage to their lord; in 
return, he offered them 
his protection. The link was 
sealed by an oath. Again, 
this was a largely 
ceremonial affair by the 
later Middle Ages.

• Below knights were 
peasants, who worked on 
the knight’s land (labour 
service) and farmed their 
own plot.

• Their role was to work for 
the knight and pay dues, 
which enabled him to 
maintain his equipment and 
horses.

• If tenant broke his oath, 
he was liable for forfeiture
of his estate. The land 
would revert to the lord or 
king.

The knights
• The tenants-in-chief 

were the king’s 
closest companions. 
He would expect to 
be able to rely on 
them for service in 
time of war. 

• Tenants were 
responsible for a 
certain number of 
knights; when 
summoned they were 
expected to come 
with their knights.

• This was usually for a 
period of forty days. 
After that, the king 
was expected to pay.

• There were 
thousands of knights 
who formed the next 
level of society. They 
were, in theory at 
least, professional 
fighters.

Knight-service
• These men owed ‘knight service’ to their lord. He in turned 

owed military service to the king.
• Knight-service included keeping the proper military equipment 

for fighting and being ready to fight when called.
• After 1300, personal military service by knights was replaced 

more and more by a money payment in lieu of personal service. 
• The backbone of the army became retained knights, 

increasingly called ‘men at arms’ or who were horsed, armoured 
and armed like knights, but who were paid.

Payment
• In the mid-1340s a knight was paid two shillings a day, an 

ordinary man-at-arms was paid half this amount. An archer 
received two or three pence (12 pennies to the shilling). 

• A man-at-arms was also paid according to the quality of his 
principal war-horse, if the horse was to die or was killed in 
battle. 

Recruitment
• England had no standing army 

apart from the king’s personal 
retainers. Every time an army 
was needed, it had to be 
recruited afresh.

• There were two main ways of 
recruiting an army. The first and 
much the easier, was to call on 
the tenants-in-chief to bring the 
agreed numbers of men-at-arms 
and archers.

• In the Agincourt campaign, 
Thomas, Duke of Clarence, the 
brother of Henry V, brought 240 
men-at-arms, which included 
himself. He also brought 720 
mounted archers.

• Humphrey, Duke of Gloucester, 
another brother, brought 200 
men-at-arms and 600 archers.

• The second way of recruitment 
could be a laborious business. 
Each man had to be recruited 
individually and issued with an 
indenture (contract).

• This was then cut in two and half 
was kept by the soldier and the 
other half by the king.

Training
• Knights were trained by being sent to serve, at the age of 

seven, as a page in the household of a noble.
• They would be taught military skills as they got older and 

would accompany knights on campaign. Training was very much 
‘on-the-job’. 

• Archers trained regularly and, as late as the reign of Henry 
VIII (1509-47), men were ordered to practise every week and 
on feast days. 



4. What was the impact of war on civilians
c.1250 – 1500?

The impact of war on civilians
• Civilians always came off worst. They could be 

press-ganged into joining the army, although 
by the fourteenth century this was not 
practicable.

• The standard way of paying for a military 
campaign were taxes called tenths and 
fifteenths.

• These were taxes on wealth and were usually 
granted by Parliament at the beginning of a 
campaign.

• Civilians were also the victims of raids by 
armies.

• They were also expected to provide food and 
shelter to the armies.

• Kings had the right to compulsorily buy up 
food (called purveyance or prise) – however 
the crown paid poor rates, if they paid at all!

• By the end of the period, civilians began to 
know more about victories and defeats as 
literacy rates rose. 



5. Case Study – Battle of Falkirk, 1298
• In March 1298, following the 

English defeat at Stirling Bridge, 
William Wallace led a punitive 
raid into Northumberland. 

• In response, later in 1298, 
Edward I assembled an army of 
15,000, including veterans from 
his campaigns in France as well as 
Welsh and Irish troops. 

• Wallace planned a night time 
attack on Edward’s army near 
Kirkliston, just to the north west 
of Edinburgh.

• It was betrayed by two Scottish 
nobles, who resented Wallace’s 
rise to power.

• He now had little alternative but 
to face Edward in open battle 
before he reached Stirling, with 
its strategically important castle. 

• He chose Falkirk as the location 
and chose terrain on which he 
could use an area of marshy 
ground to protect his deployment.

• His infantry were organised in four 
schiltrons (‘great circles’) of spearmen, 
with the archers between these and with 
the cavalry to the rear.

• The English deployed in three battles 
(formations): the vanguard was 
commanded by Norfolk and Hereford.

• The main battle was commanded by 
Edward I and the rear-guard battle was 
under the Bishop of Durham. 

• The vanguard moved to the right and the 
main battle to the left of the marsh. The 
first cavalry attack became bogged down.

• A second English charge caused the 
Scottish cavalry to flee and then carried 
on to ride down the Scottish archers. The 
charge was halted by the schiltrons. 

• The English archers advanced and fired at 
the schiltrons. They opened up the 
schiltron lines with hails of shot.

• This provided openings which the English 
cavalry then exploited, destroying the 
schiltrons and forcing Wallace’s army to 
flee; it was destroyed in the pursuit. 



6. Case Studies – Battle of Agincourt, 1415
Background
• On 24 October 1415, the English 

army, led by a screen of scouts, 
marched through the Picardy town 
of Frévent, now within 30 miles of 
Calais and safety.

• As the army entered the valley 
beyond the town, the scouts came 
riding back at speed with the news 
that an immense army blocked the 
road. 

• The next morning, 25 October 
1415, was the feast of St Crispin 
and a public holiday in England.

• The English army took up position 
across the road to Calais in three 
divisions of men-at-arms.

• They were commanded by Lord 
Camoys on the right, the Duke of 
York in the centre and Sir Thomas 
Erpingham on the left.  The 
Archers formed wedged divisions 
along the front.

• Henry V had chosen the battlefield 
carefully. In front of the English 
position two forests approached 
the road from each side.

The Battle – part one
• There was an area of muddy ploughed ground 

between them, but not enough room for the 
French army to deploy with ease.

• Henry’s men waited for the French to begin the 
attack, but there was no movement in the 
opposing army. 

• Once in arrow range of the French, Henry gave 
the command to halt and the divisions closed up.

• The archers had been ordered to make pointed 
staves and set them in the ground forming a 
fence leaning outwards towards the French. 

• On the king’s signal the English archers opened a 
devastating fire on the compact mass of French 
knights and men-at-arms.

• After the initial shock, the front line of the 
French army charged. In the narrow confines of 
the muddy rain soaked plough land the charge 
quickly reduced to a walk.

• The French were stopped by the initial onslaught 
of the arrows, then regrouped and advanced 
again.

• They reached the English front-line, the stake 
fence, and actually forced the English back a 
few paces.

• The English then recovered and attacked the 
French even more fiercely forcing the front of 
the French force backwards.



7. Case Studies – Battle of Agincourt, 1415

The Battle – part two
• The battle raged over the stake fence along the 

English line, the archers abandoning their bows and 
joining the knights and men-at-arms in hand to 
hand combat with the French.

• The French were caught in a classic trap. The 
front-line was forced backwards, while the men at 
the back forced forwards.

• The main battle was finished by midday, the 
remnants of the French army streaming away from 
the battlefield while the English rounded up their 
prisoners.

• A small French force led by local nobles marched 
around the forests and fell on the English baggage. 

• Fearing an attack on his rear Henry ordered the 
French prisoners to be killed.

• He enforced this order with the threat of hanging, 
and reformed his army to face the threat. 

• The French raiders were quickly repelled but not 
before many of the prisoners were killed.

• This incident marred the English victory by 
depriving the soldiers of the considerable sums 
they could have raised through ransom.

• The final act of the battle was to disperse the 
remnants of the third line and ransack the French 
camp; before resuming the march to Calais.

Casualties and aftermath
• It is believed that some 

8,000 Frenchmen died in the 
battle, including many of the 
most senior nobles of France. 

• English losses are thought to 
have been in the hundreds. 
The Duke of York died in the 
battle as did the Earl of 
Suffolk.

• King Henry continued his 
march to Calais and returned 
to England for the 
celebrations to mark the 
victory at Agincourt. 

• His army stayed at Calais but 
it was too late in the season 
for further campaigning.

• The French King Charles 
descended into a bout of 
insanity on hearing the 
terrible news of the defeat 
and France’s losses at 
Agincourt.



8. How much, and why, did weapons change, 
c. 1500-1700?

Muskets
• The arquebus had become a 

regular infantry weapon during 
the late fifteenth century; in the 
sixteenth and seventeenth it 
evolved into the musket.

• The musket was a clumsy weapon. 
It was five feet (1.6m) long and 
very heavy.

• It could take up to a minute to 
load; the musketeer had to clean 
out the barrel after the previous 
shot and then pour gunpowder 
down it.

• At first, powder was carried in 
flasks, but later, it was in ready 
made cartridges covered with 
waxed (cartridge) paper.

• The musket ball was then spat 
into the muzzle and rammed home 
with the ramrod

• Better quality powder was poured 
into the pan, which was connected 
to the breach by a tube.

• The trigger was then pulled to 
activate the firing mechanism. 
The only changes to the musket in 
more than two hundred years 
were to the firing mechanism.

Pikemen
• The use of the pike 

was not new in the 
sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries. 
It was an extension 
(literally) of medieval 
weapons.

• Pikes were five meters 
long and bands of 
pikemen were used 
alongside musketeers 
to protect them from 
cavalry charges.

Bayonets
• In 1671, the French army was 

equipped with bayonets which was a 
long knife attached to the muzzle.

• Bayonets were up to a meter long 
and gave the musketeer an 
additional weapon, when he could no 
longer fire the weapon.

• The disadvantage was that they 
were plugged into the muzzle, 
making the musket useless.

• This difficulty was solved in the 
late seventeenth century by the 
development of the ring bayonet; 
this fitted around the muzzle. 

• In 1697, the English army adopted 
the ring bayonet and stopped using 
the pike. 

• This was a major change in tactics. 
Pikemen were essentially static; 
infantry could now be far more 
mobile and the infantry charge 
became far more effective.

Pistols
• The pistol developed in step with the 

musket; it became the weapon carried by 
officers, although the sword was still the 
symbol of office.

• Flintlock pistols came in a variety of sizes. 
The smallest were less than 6 inches long 
(15 cm) and the largest were over 20 inches 
(50 cm). 

Muskets



9. How, and why, did the composition of the army 
change, c. 1500-1700?

Continuity and change

• The king remained the commander of 
the English army on most occasions.

• The king still had to rely on extra grants 
to pay for the cost of the army in time 
of war.

• Henry VIII asked Parliament for taxes 
(tenths and fifteenths) in 1523 and then 
for a subsidy in 1525 (the Amicable 
Grant). This was very unpopular.

• In 1640, Charles I was forced to call 
Parliament to ask for more finance for 
his Second Bishops’ War with Scotland.

• Parliaments were reluctant to provide 
finance on a regular basis for fear that 
the king would use the army against 
political opposition.

• The Bill of Rights (1689), which 
Parliament imposed on William III and 
Mary II after the Glorious Revolution, 
included freedom from a standing army 
in times of peace.

• Parliament did pass the Mutiny Act; this 
allowed the king to maintain discipline in 
the army, but Parliament had to renew it 
every six months.

Cavalry
• Cavalry continued to be the most important 

arm of the army and the most highly 
regarded.

• The development of guns and changes in 
tactics resulted in changes to cavalry.

• In the second half of the fifteenth 
century, light cavalry had been increasingly 
used for scouting. This development 
continued.

• The sixteenth century was the last period 
when cavalrymen in full armour took to the 
field.

Dragoons
• The Royal Dragoons were formed in 1661 as 

a regiment of light horse. Dragoons were 
originally infantry who were trained to ride 
horses. They were used as mobile infantry.

• Dragoons were organised into companies 
along infantry lines; cavalry were organised 
into troops.

• They carried muskets as their main 
weapons instead of swords and were 
expected to fight as infantry.

Musket Tactics
• Tactics were drive by the capabilities of the 

weapons used.
• Dutch Prince Maurice of Nassau used muskets in a 

square formation to achieve continuous fire. 
• Swedish King Gustav Adolf developed these tactics 

from the 1620s.  His army would make square six 
deep, with the first three rows firing, whilst the 
back three rows reloaded.

• This was called the Swedish Salvo. 



10. How, and why, did the recruitment and training 
of combatants change, c.1500-1700?

The development of a standing army
• The development of firearms and 

tactics meant that it was no longer 
possible to organise an army from 
time to time. It needed to be a 
professional, regular body.

• The first regiments were formed in 
the 1530s, but the regular army was 
created in the second half of the 
seventeenth century.

• 1650:  George Monck's Regiment 
was formed and later became the 
Coldstream Guards. It is the oldest 
infantry regiment in continuous 
service in the British Army.

• 1656: Lord Wentworth's Regiment 
was formed; it later became the 
Grenadier Guards.

• At his restoration Charles II sought 
to create a small standing army 
made up of some former Royalist 
and New Model Army regiments.

• January 1661: King Charles II issued 
a royal warrant that created the 
English and Scottish armies.

• The British Army was formed in 
1707 when the Act of Union united 
England and Scotland into Britain.

Recruitment and training
• In the sixteenth and early 

seventeenth centuries, armies 
were still recruited when they 
were needed, i.e. when England 
went to war.

• The methods used were similar to 
those used in the Middle Ages. 
Local landowners raised forces in 
their local areas.

• The English relied upon a militia 
system whereby all able-bodied 
men between the ages of 16 and 
60 had to respond to a levy.

Trained bands
• Trained bands were local militia regiments organised on a 

county basis. The system began during the reign of Elizabeth 
I, when there was a threat of Spanish invasion.

• The bands were controlled by the Lords-Lieutenant of 
counties. They appointed soldiers to teach the use of the pike 
and musket; the pike became compulsory in 1596.

• Membership was compulsory for all freeholders, householders 
and their sons; i.e. all the men who had a ‘stake in the country’.

• Regiments were raised on the spot for foreign invasions and 
then disbanded when the war ended.

• Anybody was accepted to serve; Henry VIII’s invasion force 
to France in 1544 included Scots, Spanish, Gascons, 
Portuguese, Italians, Albanians, Greeks, Germans, Burgundians, 
Tartars, and Turks.

Training
• Developments in weapons and tactics resulted to changes to 

the ways that armies were organised.
• Soldiers had to be disciplined before entering battle to make 

sure that units were formed effectively. 
• Soldiers were trained to maintain their order while on the 

move. The normal distance between infantrymen, especially 
pikemen, was three paces front to back, and one left and right. 
Closer order was used when under cavalry attack. 



11. How, and why, did the recruitment and training 
of combatants change – New Model Army (1645)

The New Model Army
• The New Model Army was created in 

February 1645 by Parliament. Three armies 
were united to produce a force of 22,000 
men. This was the biggest field force in 
the English Civil War by far.

• Parliament believed felt that a professional 
army would be more successful against the 
king’s army in the English Civil War. 

• The aim was to force a decisive battle 
which would lead to the end of the Civil 
War.

• The New Model Army was to change all 
this. Its commander-in-chief was General 
Fairfax and Oliver Cromwell was put in 
charge of the cavalry. 

• The New Model Army was a military force 
based on a person’s ability rather than on 
rank in society.

• It was a reaction against the dominance of 
the aristocratic commanders of the 
Parliamentary forces in previous years.

• Officers were drawn from all ranks in 
society. One of the leading commanders 
had been a butcher. 

• For the first time in the English army, it 
was possible for a workingman to become 
an officer.

Composition of the New 
Model Army
• The New Model Army 

included eleven 
regiments of cavalry each 
of 600 men for a total of 
6,600. Cavalrymen had to 
supply their own horses.

• There were twelve 
regiments of infantry each 
of 1,200 men for a total of 
14,400 and one regiment of 
1,000 dragoons.

• In the infantry, there were 
two musketeers for every 
pikeman.

Cavalry
• The most important force in the New Model Army was the 

cavalry, called Ironsides, commanded by Cromwell.
• The cavalrymen wore thick leather jerkins and tunics for 

protection as full plated armour would slow down their horses. 
Over the tunic, was a steel breastplate.

• A new style helmet was adopted with a peak and a simple cross 
for a visor. The aim was to improve speed and mobility in 
action.



12. How much, and why, did the experience of 
civilians change c.1500 – 1700?

The impact of war on civilians
• Civilians continued to face the risks that had 

existed in the Middle Ages; impressment still 
survived, although it was rarely used.

• Damage to property and loss of life only 
usually happened during and after a siege.

• Increased taxation in time of warfare 
continued until the end of the seventeenth 
century. 

• During the Civil Wars, the impact was much 
greater as armies marched through towns and 
villages, pillaging and looting.

• The towns and villages also saw the effects of 
warfare, such as injury or death, first hand.

• In larger towns, troops were garrisoned, and 
these experienced much greater violence as 
they were often attacked.

• The newly invented printing press also meant 
civilians were exposed to propaganda through 
pamphlets and weekly newsbooks.



13. Case Study – Battle of Naseby, 1645
The Battle – part one
• The two sides formed up on the ridges on either side of 

Broadmoor. Both sides placed their infantry in the 
centre with the horse on each wing.

• The New Model Army had about 14,000 men against 
9,000 on the Royalist side.

• Cromwell sent dragoons to harass the Royalist right 
flank. Their firepower may have forced Rupert to 
advance prematurely.

• Rupert’s horse advanced at a slow trot, pausing in the 
bottom of the valley. Ireton's cavalry advanced to meet 
them. 

• The two sides met; three of Ireton's regiments broke 
and fled, with Rupert’s men in pursuit.

• The Royalist infantry advanced across the valley floor 
and up the slope towards the New Model Army.

• The weight of the Royalist assault fell on the left hand 
regiments of the New Model Army, their line pivoted 
and started to fall back.

• The members of Ireton’s horse who had survived 
Rupert’s charge attacked the Royalist flank. Ireton was 
wounded in the thigh by a pike and in the face by a 
halberd.

• For a while, the Royalists seemed to be winning, but the 
Parliamentarian second line filled the gaps and 
strengthened the weaker regiments.

The Battle – part two
• The men that had retreated rallied and 

re-joined the battle. Soon their greater 
numbers began to tell and the Royalist 
infantry began to fall back.

• The Royalist cavalry on the right flank 
attacked Cromwell’s forces. Cromwell 
sustained heavy losses but drove the 
Royalists from the field.

• They then turned inwards to attack the 
flank of the Royalist infantry. This was 
the turning-point of the battle

• The Royalists were now being assaulted on 
three sides. Soon they began to retreat. 

• Many gave up and surrendered but 
Rupert's own infantry regiment, the 
Bluecoats, stand firm. They were finally 
defeated by Fairfax.

• In the Royalist camp the victorious 
Parliamentarians find Charles I’s personal 
correspondence.

• It showed his plans to get reinforcements 
from the Catholic powers on the 
continent. Parliament published the 
correspondence as 'The Kings Cabinet 
Opened'.

Why did the New Model Army win?
• It outnumbered the Royalist army with 

14,000 against 9,000. 
• The New Model Army was better 

disciplined and trained.
• Charles refused to accept the advice of 

Prince Rupert and his generals, who 
wanted to move north and unite with 
Montrose.

• He did not wait for Royalist 
reinforcements which were coming from 
the West Country and Wales.

• Prince Rupert once again charged off the 
battle field after defeating Ireton’s 
cavalry. He allowed the Parliamentarian 
troops to reform.

• Fairfax was easily the best general and 
took advantage of Royalist weaknesses

• Cromwell’s cavalry played the decisive role, 
stopping the Royalist cavalry and then 
attacked the Royalist infantry from the 
flank.



14. Change and continuity in weaponry, 
c. 1700-1900 – part one

Rifles
• The major change in infantry 

weapons in the eighteenth century 
was the introduction of the rifle.

• This had been in use in some form 
since the fourteenth century, but 
only became widely used in the 
French Revolutionary and 
Napoleonic wars (1793-1815).

• Muskets were smooth bore and 
musket balls were not precision 
made. Infantrymen could make 
their own using a mould and melted 
lead.

• The musket ball would not fit the 
barrel very closely and would 
bounce around after ignition. This 
was one reason why muskets were 
inaccurate.

• Rifling created a spiral of grooves 
inside the barrel, which forced the 
musket ball to spin; this increased 
accuracy. ‘Rifles’ were accurate up 
to a range of 100 meters.

• Two British regiments were 
equipped with rifles by the 
beginning of the nineteenth 
century.

Bullets
• The real development in infantry weapons 

was the Minié bullet in 1842. This was 
pointed and cylindrical. It improved range 
and accuracy.

• The bullet came in the same cartridge as 
the powder, which made reloading much 
quicker and easier.

• The Minié was in widespread use in the 
British army by the Crimean War (1854-
1856).

Breechloaders
• Effective breechloaders were produced for 

the first time in the 1850s. Some British 
cavalry units were issued with breech-
loading carbines from 1857.

• The British army conducted many 
experiments before deciding on the 
Martini-Henry single-shot breech-loader in 
1871. This was used throughout the rest of 
the nineteenth century.

• In 1894, the Martini-Henry was replaced by 
the Lee Enfield; this had a ten shot 
magazine, which loaded from two clips.

• In 1904, the Lee Enfield Mk III was the 
standard rifle used by the British army for 
the first half of the twentieth century.

The Maxim Gun
• The first effective machine gun was developed by Hiram Maxim in 

1885. It was first used by the British army at the Battle of 
Omdurman in 1898.

• A British army of 8,000 faced a Sudanese/Egyptian army of at 
least double that and possibly as big as 50,000.

• 23,000 Sudanese and Egyptians were killed for the loss of 47 
British soldiers and about 450 wounded.

Artillery
• Cannon had been in use in warfare since the fourteenth century. 

At first it was used largely for sieges, but was used in battle in 
the second half of the fifteenth century.

• Cannon were heavy and difficult to move. In battle, when an army 
retreated, the only alternative was to destroy the cannon or leave 
the behind. 

• The quickest way of destroying cannon was to ‘spike’ them; i.e. 
drive a metal spike into the fuse-hole.

• Accounts of battles in the eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries always include numbers of cannon captured.

Field artillery
• Mobile artillery was introduced the early nineteenth century. 

Teams of horses pulled ‘limbers’ which could be attached to field 
guns. The limbers also carried ammunition.

• Field artillery was often attached to infantry regiments, which 
made them more flexible. Field guns were used by the British army 
from 1865.



15. Change and continuity in weaponry, 
c. 1700-1900 – part two

Breech-loading cannon
• Breech loaders had been in use since the sixteenth 

century; the earliest had a separate breech which was 
fixed to the barrel. They were very unstable.

• The first effective breech-loading cannon came into use in 
the mid-nineteenth century. Whitworth and Armstrong 
produced them for the British army from 1857.

Shells
• In the second half of the eighteenth century, 

developments were made in the missiles fired from cannon.
• ‘Shells’ were hollow cannonballs filled with explosive and 

fitted with a cord fuse, which had to lit before the shell 
was fired.

• 1784: Lieutenant Henry Shrapnel invented ‘shrapnel’. This 
was canister with a timed fuse. The missile would open out 
when it reached the target.

• 1804: William Congreve developed rockets which could be 
fired in battle. The largest carried 140 kilos of gunpowder.

• High explosive shells were developed in the 1850s and the 
first armour piercing shell was produce in 1863.

• By the end of the nineteenth century, black powder was no 
longer being used as a propellant for shells; guncotton and 
cordite were available as smokeless alternatives.

• This meant that gun-crews could see clearly when they 
were firing; smoke did also not give away the position of 
artillery.

The impact of industrialisation
• 1854: the British government offered a 

prize for anyone who could produce a 
cheap way of making steel for artillery.

• 1856: Henry Bessemer invented the 
Bessemer Converter, which produced two 
tonnes of steel in twenty minutes. Steel 
now became the main metal used for 
cannon and rifles.

• Joseph Whitworth (1803-1887) developed 
the machine-tool industry which resulted 
in the production of precision made 
replaceable parts.

• These developments made it possible to 
produce standard issue weapons 
throughout the army for the first time.

• Ammunition could be produced that would 
fit all weapons

• Soldiers could move from unit to unit with 
much greater ease.

Steam power
•Steam as a form of power became available in the first half of the nineteenth century.
•Railways could be used to transport men and equipment and was used to move troops to 
riots in Britain.
•Heavy cannon could be pulled by steam engines and men and equipment could be move by 
steamship in the second half of the nineteenth century.



16. Continuity and change in the composition of the 
army, c. 1700-1900

Infantry
• The invention of the ring bayonet and the 

dropping of the pike in 1697 established the 
pattern of warfare for the next hundred 
years.

• Disciplined infantry in squares were always 
able to defend themselves against cavalry 
attacks.

• The musket was the only weapon used by the 
mass of infantry; it was heavy and clumsy and 
had an accurate range of less than 40 meters. 
Many volleys were fired at 20 meters.

• Improvements in training in the British army 
led to an increased rate of fire. Reloading was 
cut from about a minute to less than fifteen 
seconds.

• Infantrymen were arranged in three ranks; 
each one fired in sequence. This meant that a 
volley could be fired every five seconds. The 
best regiments reduced the ranks to two.

• The major change in infantry tactics was the 
charge. The ring bayonet enabled the bayonet 
charge to become a standard tactic for more 
than 200 years.

• Infantry could be arranged in different ways. 
The British army tended to use infantry in 
lines when being attacked by the enemy. This 
allowed the more effective use of firepower.

Cavalry
• Cavalry also continued to play an important 

role in the army; the charge was regularly 
used in battle against other cavalry units.

• Cavalry began to take up different roles; 
dragoons (mounted infantry) had developed 
in the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries.

• In the eighteenth century, heavy cavalry 
was still used; they became known as 
cuiraissiers, because they wore a cuirass 
(breastplate).

• By the end of the eighteenth century, only 
one British regiment still wore it. Most had 
gone for greater mobility and flexibility.

• The breastplate could not stop a musket 
ball at close range, but could deflect 
splinters or shrapnel.

• Lancers carried a long lance (sometimes 
three meters), which was much lighter than 
the medieval equivalent. They were mobile 
shock troops, which were used for 
scouting.

• Cavalry were increasing used independently 
of the main army. In the Peninsular War 
(1808-14), both sides used cavalry units to 
attack infantry on the march.



17. What methods were used to recruit 
combatants, c.1700-1850?

Men
• The regular army needed regular recruits. The usual method in 

the eighteenth century was the Recruiting Sergeant. 
• They would travel the country with a few men and a drummer 

and try to persuade men to volunteer: ‘take the King’s shilling’. 
This could be dropped into a mug of beer.

• The recruit was then medically examined to detect scars from 
flogging and prevent deserters or discharged soldiers re-
enlisting for the enlistment bounty.

• In the nineteenth century, the procedure became more 
organised. The soldier took the oath of allegiance before a 
magistrate.

• Soldiers enlisted either for life, or for a period of twenty-one 
years, which effectively was a lifelong enlistment.

• Limited Service enlistments of only seven years were 
introduced in 1806 to allow the Army to be rapidly expanded 
during the Napoleonic Wars, were abolished in 1829. 

• Enlistments of ten or twelve years were introduced in 1847, but 
at the end of this period of service, most soldiers immediately 
re-enlisted.

• Soldiers' pay was nominally one shilling (5p) per day, but this 
was decreased by ‘stoppages’ of up to sixpence (half a shilling) 
for their daily rations.

• There were other stoppages for the issue of replacement 
clothing, damages, medical services and so on. 

• In 1847, it was laid down that a soldier must receive at least 
one penny per day, regardless of all stoppages.

Training – Men 
• There were two 

key elements in 
military training 
for soldiers:

• being able to 
perform military 
manoeuvres when 
under fire in a 
battle; these were 
achieved by 
endless drill so 
that soldiers could 
form line, change 
to squares, turn 
left and right etc.

• firing the musket 
as quickly and 
effectively as 
possible; that 
meant endless 
practice to ensure 
that the many 
actions involved 
could be carried 
out flawlessly.

Officers
• All commissions in the army up to the rank of colonel could be 

purchased. Officers could also be appointed by patronage.
• Subsequent promotion was by seniority; this meant that senior 

officers were inevitably very elderly.
• Lord Cardigan, who commanded the Light Brigade at Balaclava, 

purchased his commission and then designed his own uniform 
for his troops. They wore light blue jackets and cherry 
coloured trousers.

Training – Officers
•The purchase system also generated snobbery on the part of 
wealthy infantry and cavalry officers towards artillery and 
engineer officers. 
•They studied at the Royal Military Academy at Woolwich. 
Artillery and Engineering required practical knowledge of 
mathematics and science.
•The Academy was set up in 1741, but never had more than 60 
members during the eighteenth century. In the nineteenth 
century, numbers rose to 250.
•The Royal Military College was founded in 1801 to train officer 
cadets; most officers ignored it.
•It later became a training college for staff officers and became 
the Staff College in 1858.
•It did not become an important institution until after the 
Crimean War and the Cardwell Reforms.



18. How did recruitment and training change after 
1850?

The Cardwell reforms
• The various sections of the War Department 

were all combined in the same building.
• The Army Enlistment Act fixed the term of 

enlistment to 12 years, part on active service, 
part on reserve. 

• The length of service overseas was limited to 
six years followed by six years in the reserve.

• The Martini-Henry breech-loading rifle was 
introduced as the main weapon of the infantry

• The purchase of Commissions was abolished; 
the selection and promotion of officers was 
to be by merit rather than money and 
influence.

• The regimental structure was reorganised on 
the basis of two 'linked' battalions, one 
serving overseas and one serving at home.

• Britain was divided into 69 districts, each 
with its own county regiment and were called 
by that name (for example, the York & Lancs, 
the Warwickshires).

• Regiments were given a local attachment for 
recruitment purposes.

• Flogging in the army was abolished.
• The regular and militia battalions of the army 

were amalgamated into territorial regiments 
with local names and local depots.

• For the first time, the British army could 
claim to be ‘professional’.

The impact of the Crimean War 
• War broke out between Britain and 

France and Russia in 1853; forces 
were sent to the Crimea in September 
1854.

• The British commander was Lord 
Raglan, who had last seen action at the 
Battle of Waterloo in 1815.

• The war was the first in which regular 
reports were sent to newspapers in 
Britain via the electric telegraph, 
which had just been invented.

• The public were informed of the 
appalling conditions endured by 
soldiers and the inefficiencies of the 
army.

• There were seven different 
organisations responsible for providing 
supplies and equipment.

• Units received the wrong ammunition; 
there were almost no medical supplies 
and uniforms did not fit and food was 
rancid.

• In November 1854, the supply fleet 
was destroyed in a major storm. Vast 
amounts of supplies were lost in the 
Black Sea.

• After the war reforms were begun to 
improve the army.

British artillery at the siege of 
Sevastopol
• Many of the guns used at the siege 

had developed very little since the 
Napoleonic War; they were muzzle-
loaders and fired roundshot. 

• The naval guns were still designed to 
be fired from the broadside and 
were made of iron. 

• The problem was that there was no 
way of mass-producing steel in large 
enough quantities to be able to use 
it to make cannon. 

• In 1854, the British government 
announced a competition to find a 
way of making steel in large 
quantities. 

• It offered a prize of £20,000 to 
anyone who could come up with a 
solution. In 1856, the prize was won 
by Henry Bessemer, who produced 
the ‘Converter’, which could produce 
2 tonnes of steel in twenty minutes. 

• This invention enabled a revolution 
in the production of artillery; 
William Armstrong (see below), 
using Bessemer steel, developed 
steel breech-loading cannon from 
1857.

The Crimean War –
Background
• Apart form a small 

number of battles, 
which were slogging 
matches for infantry, 
the Crimean War was a 
long siege of the Russian 
base at Sevastopol. 

• Artillery played a more 
important role in the 
war than ever before. 
Naval guns, which were 
bigger and heavier than 
army artillery, were 
hauled up to positions 
from which they could 
fire on the Russian 
forts. 

• By October 1854, there 
were 120 British and 
French cannon firing at 
Sevastopol and by 
March 1855, 500 more 
had been brought up. 

• There was a series of 
bombardments which 
caused thousands of 
casualties.



19. How much changed in the civilian experience of 
warfare, c.1700-1900?

W H Russell
• ‘The Times’ newspaper had a war correspondent, 

W H Russell.  He sent back up-to-the minute 
reports that the government did not stop from 
being printed. 

• Russell reported on the Battle of the Alma (20 
September 1854) and sent his report the 
following day. He covered the siege of Sevastopol 
and coined the term ‘the thin red line’. 

• Russell was at first allowed free access to soldier 
and officers and was able to describe the 
conditions in which they served. 

• He wrote graphic accounts of the work of battle 
field surgeons; in particular criticising the lack of 
ambulances to deal with the wounded

• Raglan later banned officers from talking to 
Russell, but the damage had been done. The 
public in Britain found out what war was like for 
almost the first time.  

• As a result, the British public did not show its 
usual support for the army in a foreign conflict.

• The Times became very critical of the war effort 
and this became a matter of concern for the 
government and attracted the attention of 
Queen Victoria and Prince Albert.

• Tennyson’s poem ‘The Charge of the Light 
Brigade’ was part of an attempt to whip up public 
support for a War which was anything but 
glorious.

The Crimean War – Newspaper Reporting
• The British commander was Lord Raglan, 

who had last seen major action at 
Waterloo in 1815. He had a habit of 
referring to the enemy as ‘the French’. 

• Lord Cardigan commanded the Light 
Brigade; he brought his own yacht to the 
Crimea and lived on it away from the 
action. He is supposed to have invented 
the cardigan.

• Cardigan’s divisional commander was Lord 
Lucan; an ancestor of the peer who 
disappeared in the 1970s after the death 
of his children’s nanny. Cardigan and Lucan 
hated each other.

• Cardigan led the Charge of the Light 
Brigade after receiving orders from 
Lucan, which were carried by Captain 
Nolan, on 25 October 1854. Nolan was 
killed immediately after handing over the 
orders to Cardigan.

• The fighting was characterised by dismal 
generalship and remarkable courage and 
determination on the part of the British 
soldiers, who endured abysmal conditions.

• The term ‘the thin red line’ was coined to 
describe the bravery of the Guards in 
withstanding Russian attacks at the Battle 
of Inkermann on 5 November 1854.



20. How much changed in the civilian experience of 
warfare, c.1700-1900?

Medical and nursing developments
• People in Britain were horrified when they 

found out what was happening in the Crimea, and 
this forced the government to act.  

• This was one reason why the government 
allowed a team of nurses, headed by Florence 
Nightingale, to go to the Crimea. 

• At the military hospital in Scutari in Turkey, 
there were no trained people to take care of 
wounded soldiers; patients lay on the floor in 
filthy conditions.

• There were almost no medical supplies so very 
little could be done to help the sick and 
wounded. 

• Many more soldiers died from disease than from 
their wounds. Cholera was widespread because 
of the poor sanitary conditions at Scutari. 

• Florence Nightingale volunteered to go to the 
Crimea with 38 nurses, where she brought order 
and care to the British Military hospital at 
Scutari. 

• She became known as the ‘Lady with the Lamp’ 
because she walked round the wards every 
night. 

• She insisted that wards were regularly cleaned 
and dressing changed. Windows had to be kept 
open. 

• She also separated wounded men from the sick. 
Her reforms reduced the death rate from 42% 
to 2%.

Roger Fenton
• Fenton was one of several photographers who 

went to the Crimea. He arrived in March 1855 
and stayed until June. 

• He took about 350 photographs; the first 
major photographic record of warfare.

• Fenton was sent to the Crimean War as the 
first official war photographer at the 
insistence of Prince Albert. 

• His photographs were meant to be used to 
counteract the anti-war reporting of The 
Times and encourage support for the War.

• The photographs were to be converted into 
woodblocks and published in the less critical 
Illustrated London News.

• Fenton avoided making pictures of dead, 
injured or mutilated soldiers and was limited in 
his choice of scenes by the size of his 
equipment. 

• He was only able to produce pictures of 
unmoving objects, mostly posed pictures. 

• He also photographed the landscape, including 
an area near to where the Light Brigade was 
ambushed, called The Valley of Death.

• Fenton’s deliberate decision not to show the 
real horrors of war won him the support of the 
military and the government.

• His photographs sparked interest in the War, 
but did not counteract the effects of the 
reporting of Russell.

The Boer War – Reporting
• The Boer War was fought in South Africa from 1899-1902. 

It was originally expected to be a short war, but 450,000 
troops were sent to South Africa; many were new recruits.

• Newspaper reporters were sent with the army; one was 
Winston Churchill, who was taken prisoner by the Boers, but 
managed to escape.

• This was the first war when regular reports appeared in all 
daily newspapers.

• Early reports told of a dismal record of defeats as the 
British army was outwitted by Boer commandos.

• The relief of Mafeking in 1900, on the other hand, was 
greeted with great enthusiasm when it was reported on 17 
May 1900.

• The tide turned with the appointment of Kitchener as 
commander-in-chief; he began the creation of 
‘concentration camps’ to house Boers as they were rounded 
up.

• These were reported in the British press and there was a 
campaign to stop them by Emily Hobhouse. 27,000 Boers 
died in the camps.

• The Boer War revealed that the Cardwell Reforms had not 
gone far enough; 22,000 British soldiers died in South 
Africa, 13,000 from disease.

• More worryingly were the results of medical inspections for 
men who volunteered to serve. This was the first time such 
inspections had been carried out on a large scale.

• Nationally, 37% failed the medical, but in city centres, the 
figure was as high as 90%; this led to the debate on 
‘National Efficiency’.



21. Case Study – Battle of Waterloo, 1815
The Battle of Waterloo – background
• Napoleon Bonaparte had surrendered to the 

Allies and abdicated on 13 April 1814. He was 
given the island of Elba, an income of 
2,000,000 francs a year and allowed to keep 
his title.

• Napoleon received secret messages 
encouraging him to return and slipped away 
from Elba in late February and landed at 
Cannes on 1 March. 

• The troops sent to arrest him changed sides 
and he advanced triumphantly to Paris, arriving 
on 20 March. 

• The period from then to Waterloo became 
known as ‘the Hundred Days’.

• The four Great Powers immediately concluded 
an alliance, each offering 180,000 men. 
Wellington was appointed to command the 
force. 

• Napoleon’s only chance of success would be to 
strike immediately before the forces were 
able to gather. 

• He raised as many men as he could and set off 
to meet the Allied and Prussian forces that 
were in Belgium.

• Napoleon had about 100,000 men. Facing him 
were 55,000 Prussians under Marshal Blucher 
and 29,000 British troops under Wellington, 
who also had 35,000 Dutch and German allies. 

The Battle of Waterloo – build up
• Wellington wanted the two Allied forces to 

unite, but Napoleon forced Blucher to retreat 
at Ligny on 16 June, while Wellington 
retreated to Waterloo. 

• Napoleon sent Marshall Grouchy with 30,000 
men to follow Blucher, while he prepared to 
attack Wellington. 

• Grouchy was ordered to break off the pursuit 
and return to support Napoleon when he heard 
the battle had started.

• Wellington’s great strength as a commander 
was in his ability to fight superior forces with 
limited numbers. 

• He was an experienced defensive general, 
having spent four years fighting 250,000 
French troops with an army 40,000 in Spain. 

• While he had 65,000 troops under his 
command, he believed that he could only rely 
on the 29,000 British soldiers and drew up his 
plan accordingly. 

• Wellington chose a battlefield that would 
prevent Napoleon using his own forces 
effectively. 

• Waterloo was a long low ridge of about one and 
a half miles, with woods at each end. 

• The battle started at about midday. French 
forces attacked the three farmhouses.



22. Case Study – Battle of Waterloo, 1815

The Battle of Waterloo – the battle (cont.)
• As the afternoon wore on, the situation became 

increasingly desperate for both sides. 
• Wellington’s men were near breaking point; many 

senior commanders had been killed and the Allied 
left wing was in danger of collapse 

• Napoleon was desperate for Grouchy to arrive with 
reinforcements. He did not know that Grouchy had 
lost touch with Blucher, who was coming to 
Wellington’s aid. 

• At about 5.30 p.m. the French saw troops 
approaching, but could not make out whether they 
were wearing blue French uniforms or Prussian black. 

• Napoleon ordered a final assault by the Guard. 
10,000 men charged the British. 

• Wellington ordered his men into line formation and 
fired volleys of musket fire at the advancing French. 

• The columns were fired on from Hougoumont on the 
right and from the Light Infantry on the left.

• This was too much. The French columns broke under 
the pressure. As Prussians flooded onto the 
battlefield, Wellington ordered his troops to 
advance. 

• Napoleon fled and abdicated on 22 June. He 
surrendered to the British and was exiled to St. 
Helena.

Wellington’s role 
• Wellington played a key role in the 

battle; he chose the battlefield and 
used the defensive tactics he had 
adopted in the Peninsular. These had 
major impact on the course of the 
battle.

• He managed to weld together very 
different units into an army that just 
about won the day.

• His estimate of the value of non-British 
units was at fault; the Dutch and the 
King’s German Legion (Hanoverians) 
fought as well as the British formations.

• Victory was won by the dogged 
determination of the infantry to 
withstand repeated onslaughts by the 
French.

The Battle of Waterloo – the battle
• The biggest farmhouse was on the Allied right, 

Chateau Hougoumont; it was attacked by 
Marshal Ney.

• Napoleon had intended this to be a feint, while 
he attacked the centre and the Allied left, 
which was weaker, but Ney got carried away and 
sent more forces into the conflict.

• Hougoumont was defended by the Guards and 
was never captured. Later in the battle, it was 
used to enfilade (fire from the flank) the 
advancing French infantry.

• The farmhouse at the centre, La Haye Sainte, 
was captured; the French were able to bring up 
artillery to fire at the Allies from 300 meters.

• This was followed by an infantry attack, which 
was driven off by the British cavalry. 

• Unfortunately, they became carried away and 
galloped out of position. Napoleon now ordered 
his cavalry, all 11,000 led by Marshal Ney, to 
attack the British. 

• Wellington drew his men into squares behind the 
brow of the hill and ordered them to stand firm. 

• Ney attacked again and again, but was unable to 
break the British squares. 

• He appears to have taken the decision himself 
to order the attacks, even though they were not 
achieving their aim. 



23. Case Study – Battle of Balaclava, 1854
The Battle of Balaclava – background
• Despite it’s place in the British 

imagination, fewer than 2,000 
British troops actually saw any 
action.

• The Allies began a siege of 
Sevastopol, the main Russian base in 
the Crimea.

• The British base was set up at 
Balaclava and a ring of six redoubts 
(small forts) was built to protect it.

• On 25 October 1854, the Russian 
commander launched an attack 
trying to capture the British base at 
Balaclava. 

• The attack began early in the 
morning and caught Lord Raglan by 
surprise.

• Four redoubts defended by Turkish 
troops were captured by the 
Russians.

• Some naval guns that had been 
installed in the redoubts were 
captured by the Russians.

• Raglan ordered Lord Lucan, the 
commander of the cavalry division, 
to send part of the Heavy Brigade 
to defend the ‘second row of 
redoubts’.

The Battle of Balaclava – the battle
• Lucan sent General Scarlett with 900 men. Soon 

afterwards Raglan sent a second order; Scarlett 
was ordered to return.

• Raglan also ordered the 2nd and 4th Divisions to 
march down from their camps outside the 
Sevastopol siege lines to support the cavalry and 
Highlanders.

• As the Russian infantry and guns pushed the Turks 
out of the redoubts a force of 3,000 Russian 
cavalry moved towards Balaclava. 

• At the same time the 900 cavalrymen commanded 
by General Scarlett were returning to their 
previous position.  

• Lord Raglan and his staff looking down from high 
ground could see the two cavalry forces converging. 

• The Russians and the Heavy Brigade could not see 
each other, until the Russian cavalry came over the 
hills and began to descend. 

• In front of them, marching across their line of 
advance, was the Heavy Brigade.

• General Scarlett formed his troops into line and led 
them into the attack on the Russian cavalry force. 

• The two forces struggled on the hillside until 
reinforcements came up and delivered a further 
charge into the Russian flank. 

• The whole Russian force gave way, and fled in 
disorder over the hill, vanishing behind the slope.

The Charge of the Light Brigade
• While the Heavy Brigade was engaging the Russian cavalry 

force, the Light Brigade was in position to the west. 
• Following its defeat by Scarlett’s brigade, the Russian 

cavalry crossed in front of the Light Brigade.
• The Light Brigade had an opportunity to attack them from 

the flank and complete the rout.
• Lord Cardigan failed to take the opportunity, even though 

one officer pressed him to attack.
• Cardigan claimed that Lucan had forbidden him to take 

offensive action.
• As the Russian cavalry force withdrew, Raglan’s staff saw 

that the Russians were preparing to remove the naval guns 
captured from the Turks in the redoubts.

• At Raglan’s direction, General Airey wrote the order to 
Lucan, stating: 

• Lord Raglan wishes the cavalry to advance rapidly to the 
front, and try to prevent the enemy carrying away the guns. 
Troop of horse artillery may accompany. French cavalry is on 
your left. Immediate.

• The order was entrusted to Captain Nolan. He was a 
professional cavalry officer who deeply disliked Lord Lucan. 
Nolan rode headlong down the steep slope and delivered 
Raglan’s order. 

• The text made little sense to Lucan as he could not see the 
preparations for the removal of the guns from the redoubts. 

• Lucan asked Nolan to which enemy and to which guns Raglan 
was referring. 
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The Charge of the Light Brigade (cont.)
• Nolan is said to have flung his arm out in the direction of the 

Russian cavalry force now positioned behind its guns and said: 
‘There is your enemy. There are your guns, My Lord’.

• Lucan rode over to Cardigan and directed him to charge the 
Russian cavalry and guns.

• Cardigan and Lucan were on very bad terms and there appears to 
have been an argument before the former agreed.

• Cardigan ordered his brigade to mount and led it forward into the 
valley. 

• They could see the Russians in position with infantry and cavalry 
behind the battery of 8 guns at the end of the valley.

• Russian infantry and cavalry were also in position in the redoubts 
abandoned by the Turks. All these troops were ready to fire at 
the Light Brigade as it advanced.

• It was soon after 11 a.m. when the Light Brigade set off behind 
Lord Cardigan. 

• Lord Lucan followed with the Heavy Brigade, but a short distance 
into the advance, as the scale of fire became apparent, he halted 
the brigade and left the Light Brigade to continue down the valley 
alone.

The Charge of the Light Brigade (cont.)
• As the Light Brigade set off, Nolan rode across in front of Cardigan waving his sword. 
• He may have been trying to tell Cardigan that he had chosen the right objective for 

the charge.
• Before he could say anything, Nolan was killed by a shell splinter, one of the first 

casualties.
• The distance the Light Brigade had to cover to reach the guns was a mile and a quarter. 
• Advancing at a trot, the brigade came under fire within a few minutes; shell fire, 

cannon balls and rifle fire from the flanking Russian forces hit riders and horses. 
• After five minutes the brigade came within range of the eight guns at the end of the 

valley. 
• The Light Brigade plunged into the Russian gun line and slaughtered those of the crews 

that had not fled. 
• Lord Cardigan rode through the battery, found himself alone, turned and rode back 

down the valley. 
• The charge complete the Light Brigade returned by the route it had come. 
• The Light Brigade was protected as it rode back by a charge by the French Chasseurs 

d’Afrique.
• On its return, the Light Brigade had a mounted strength of 195 officers and men from 

an original strength of 673. 247 men were killed and wounded. 475 horses were killed 
and 42 wounded

• The Heavy Brigade suffered 92 casualties (9 of whom were killed) in the battle, some 
of whom were hit at the beginning of the charge.
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The role of Raglan
• Lord Fitzroy Somerset (later Raglan) 

served n the Peninsular War and at 
Waterloo; there he had lost an arm.

• He was part of the Army of Occupation 
of France from 1815-16, but then entered 
Parliament and had a political career for 
many years.

• He was steadily promoted in the army, 
becoming a Major-General in 1825 and 
Lieutenant-General in 1838.

• In 1854, at the age of 66, he was 
appointed to command the army sent to 
the Crimea; this was his first field 
command since Waterloo in 1815.

• Raglan was ordered to defend 
Constantinople and besiege Sevastapol by 
the Duke of Newcastle, the Secretary of 
State for War.

• Raglan was out of his depth; he could not 
speak French (the French army supplied 
80% of the Allied Forces) and constantly 
referred to the French as the ‘enemy’.

The role of Raglan (cont.)
•At Balaclava, he refused at first to order 
British troops to take positions before the 
British camp because there had been so many 
false alarms. 
•He then sent confusing orders to Lord Lucan, 
ordering him to split the cavalry division.
•Raglan realised the danger of the situation that 
developed, but did not act decisively.
•The message he sent to Lucan, which was 
written in haste and on scrap paper, was 
ambiguous and confusing.
•The choice of Nolan to carry the message was a 
mistake; Nolan was impetuous and did not convey 
the purpose of the message clearly.
•Raglan was symptomatic of the problems that 
afflicted the British army in the middle of the 
nineteenth century. He died from disease in 
1855.



26. How have weapons changed in the modern era? –
part one

The impact on warfare of 
developments in weaponry
• All infantry weapons have developed 

considerably in the twentieth and 
twenty-first centuries.

• Weapons have been developed in 
different forms for different 
purposes, e.g. snipers rifles, heavy 
machine guns, grenade launchers.

Infantry
• In 1900, the British infantryman 

was equipped with a Lee Enfield 
rifle, a uniform and a pack in which 
he carried all his equipment. In 
2015, almost everything has 
changed.

• Steel helmets were introduced in 
1915, during the First World War.

• In 2015, British soldiers wear 
camouflaged uniform at all times; 
they carry automatic assault rifles 
and have helmets equipped with 
cameras and in-built radios. 

• Night vision goggles and personal 
GPS are increasingly standard.

Rifles
• The Lee Enfield Mk III was the standard 

army rifle for the first half of the 
twentieth century.

• The Thompson Sub-Machine Gun (Tommy 
Gun) was developed in 1918. It could have 
as many as 100 bullets in its magazine.

• The British army now uses assault rifles 
which come in various sizes. They are all 
capable of rapid fire.

• Snipers were used throughout the 
twentieth century and have played an 
important role in wars since 2000. 

Machine guns 
• In the First World War, machine guns were immobile because they 

were belt fed and were too heavy to carry.
• In the First World War, machine guns were devastating and 

brought an end to the infantry charge ‘over the top’.
• In the 1930s, the British army adopted the Bren Gun, a light 

machine gun that had bullets in a magazine. It would be hand-held 
and could be used in an advance.

Tanks
• These were first used at the Battle of The Somme in 1916. The 

initial impact on German soldiers was terrifying, but they proved 
ineffective.

• Tanks were distributed to infantry regiments in twos and threes. 
They regularly broke down and could not be easily repaired.

• The first successful use of tanks was in August 1918, when 400 
were used to punch a hole in the German front-line. Even so, 75% 
had broken down within 3 days.

• Tanks were successfully used throughout the Second World War; 
both sides competed to produce better, more efficient version.

• Warfare become more mobile and depended less on infantry 
numbers. However, tanks could still become involved in a slogging 
match, as at Caen in 1944

• In the Gulf Wars (1991, 2003), tanks proved decisive; battle tanks 
moving at up to 40 mph, with laser guided cannon proved very 
effective.

Helicopters
• The helicopter took no part in the Second 

World War, but has been imported ever 
since.

• Soldiers can be transported quickly to a 
battle zone and wounded can be moved to 
hospital with far greater ease.

• Soldiers wounded in Iraq and Afghanistan 
could be taken from the battlefield and to 
a base and then transported by air to 
Britain for treatment.

• Helicopters have also become attacking 
weapons. They can be armed with machine 
guns, cannon and rockets.



27. How have weapons changed in the modern era? –
part two

Radar
• Radar was invented by Robert 

Watson-Watt in 1938 and was used 
to defend Britain against German 
attacks during the Second World 
War.

• It was developed for use in aircraft 
and warships; an underwater version, 
sonar, was used by submarines.

• During the Second World War, 
radar was used largely for defence; 
in its up-dated forms, it can now be 
used for attack.

• It is now used by aircraft and the 
infantry through GPS. This enables 
targets to be identified at long 
range wand with great accuracy.

Chemical and nuclear weapons
• Poison gas was used during the Second Battle of 

Ypres in April 1915; 8,000 Canadian soldiers were 
killed.

• Chlorine was deadly, but caused men to cough and so 
not much was inhaled.

• Phosgene was more effective because it was inhaled 
deeply and could have effects which were delayed 
for up to forty-eight hours.

• Mustard Gas caused severe blisters on the skin and 
therefore made protection very difficult.

• It tended to stay in the ground for long periods, so 
it could be dangerous long after an attack.

• There was no treatment for the effects of gas 
attacks; soldiers could go blind temporarily or even 
permanently.

• Fears of poison gas in the Second World War 
forced the government to issue gas masks to all 
British people. There were strict penalties for being 
caught without a gas mask. 

• Atomic weapons were used on Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki in August 1945. the British army was not 
involved, but Churchill had approved the use.

• Britain became an atomic and later a nuclear power 
in the 1950s; Civil Defence built bomb-proof 
shelters in many towns and cities.

Guerrilla Warfare
• Guerrilla warfare has often been used to combat a 

regular army; the British army has faced guerrillas 
in Iraq and Afghanistan.

• To deal with guerrillas, soldiers need to be able to 
move quickly and to win the support of local 
civilians.

Warfare in the twenty-first century
• There is now far more integration of the British 

armed forces than at any time in the past.
• Numbers of infantry are no longer as important; 

battles are increasingly fought at long range and 
with high technology.

• Cyber warfare, in which attacks are made on 
systems are becoming far more serious.

• It could be possible to force military and civilian 
systems to crash; this could make defence 
impossible or create panic in a population. 



28. How has the composition of the army changed 
in the modern era?

Continuity and change
• When Britain declared war on Germany on 4 August 1914, 

many people believed that the war would be similar to those 
in the nineteenth century.

• The infantry remained the most important corps in the army; 
the First World War was one of attrition on the Western 
Front.

• Many of the battles relied on massed numbers of men going 
over the top and hoping to overwhelm the enemy.

• In 1917-18, changes began to be made; at Vimy Ridge, April 
1917, units were issued with maps and detailed instructions in 
case officers were killed.

• The rolling barrage was developed to provide cover for an 
infantry advance.

How did the First World War 
change the army?
• Cavalry became obsolete and 

most regiments switched to 
tanks, which were first used at 
the Somme in 1916. They played a 
key role in the attack in August 
1918.

• The Royal Army Medical Corps 
became very important as the 
numbers of wounded grew. It 
developed a ‘Chain of Evacuation’ 
to move soldiers to hospitals.

• The chances of surviving a wound 
grew significantly. 1.6 million 
wounded soldiers were able to 
return to frontline service.

• The numbers of soldiers who died 
from disease dropped. In all 
previous wars, the number who 
had died from disease had always 
exceeded the number killed in 
battle.

Further changes
• Specialised units developed 

throughout the twentieth 
century. In the Second World 
War, the Paratroop Regiment was 
formed in 1941.

• The SAS was developed from 
Long Range Desert Groups in 
North Africa in 1941.

• Bomb disposal squads developed 
in the First World War, but were 
very important during the Second 
World War, when the Germans 
used timed fuses.

• They became part of the Royal 
Logistics Corps when it was 
formed in 1993.

• The Royal Logistics Corps is now 
the largest corps in the army; 
includes engineers, transport, 
ordnance, catering and pioneers.

• IEDs in Iraq and Afghanistan 
were an even more serious 
threat; dealing with them 
required great skill and courage.
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era?

Recruitment and training
• In 1900, the British army relied entirely on 

volunteers; conscription was introduced by 
the Military Service Acts in 1916.

• The First Act conscripted single men; the 
second married men to the age of forty-
one.

• In 1918, conscription was extended to the 
age of fifty, although many men were not 
required.

• Conscription was reintroduced in 1939 by 
the National Service Act and remained in 
force throughout the Second World War.

• The National Service Act, 1948, continued 
conscription into peace time. It was finally 
ended in 1963. Men were required to spend 
two years in the armed forces.

• The British army is now entirely 
professional; soldiers can learn dozens of 
trades and skills.

• Training has changed dramatically; in 1900, 
it was restricted to drill and weapons.

• In 2016, soldiers have to be able to use 
high-tech equipment and face many 
different types of fighting.

Women 
• The first nursing units in the army were set up in 

1902, but were not allowed to go abroad
• Women were accepted abroad on a voluntary 

basis, e.g. FANY and VAD, in the army during the 
First World War.

• In 1917, the first women’s regular unit was set 
up: WAAC. This was disbanded in 1992 and 
women were integrated into army units.

• During the Second World War, women began to 
play a more and more important role. By 1943 
there were 443,000 women in the forces. 

• They operated searchlights and barrage balloons 
and served in anti-aircraft batteries. In the navy 
they overhauled torpedoes and depth charges 
and repaired ships.

• In December 2015, David Cameron announced 
that women would be able to join fighting 
infantry units.

• Women can serve in all corps in the army, with 
the exception of the Household Cavalry and the 
Royal Armoured Corps.



30. How has the civilian experience of warfare 
changed in the modern era? World War One

Women
• 1.2 million women began to work full time during the First 

World War. In 1915, many went into munitions factories; 
by 1918, they were working in many industries.

• Women were always paid less than men, and were not 
promoted as often as their male colleagues. 

• They could be given the most dangerous jobs to do. In 
addition male workers played practical jokes on them. 

• In 1915, there were the strikes against the use of women 
workers and some men complained of 'dilution', unskilled 
women taking over the jobs of skilled men. 

• Actions like these meant that when the war ended most 
women were sacked and their jobs were given to men. 

• There was a big campaign to persuade women to give up 
their jobs and go back to being housewives.

The Defence of the Realm Act
• The Defence of the Realm Act (DORA) was 

passed in August 1914 at the outbreak of 
the First World War. 

• It gave the government extensive powers, 
many of which were never used.

Rationing
• The Defence of the Realm Act had 

given the government the power to 
start rationing food, but nothing was 
done until late 1917 and rationing was 
introduced in January 1918. 

• The main problem was not that 
stocks of food were low, but rather 
that people were beginning to hoard 
food.

• At first rationing was only applied to 
meat, but in July 1918 sugar, butter, 
margarine and cooking fat were 
added. Food sold in restaurants was 
also controlled. 
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changed in the modern era? World War One

Censorship and propaganda
• When the First World War broke out, 

propaganda stories began to appear in the 
press. 

• One common theme was ‘Stand by Belgium’ a 
series of cartoons were produced which 
portrayed Belgium as a helpless woman or 
child being attacked by a German bully. 

• From 1915 films were made to encourage 
support for the war effort, and in 1916 the 
‘Battle of the Somme’ film was shown in 
cinemas all over Britain. 

• It was watched by more than 20,000,000 
people, still a record for any film in Britain. 

• There were no scenes of fighting and no 
dead bodies, but it produced anti-war 
feelings because of the trench conditions 
that it revealed. 

• From 1917 the Department of Information 
produced films and the National War Aims 
Committee published leaflets and held 
rallies. 

• In 1918 the Ministry of Information was set 
up under Lord Beaverbrook. Propaganda 
played an important part in persuading the 
people of the USA to support the war.

Shelling and air-raids
• During the First World War the British people were 

much closer to the war than ever before. 
• During the big battles in 1915-7, people in the south 

east could hear the guns in France. But some people 
actually found themselves in the front line.

• In December 1914, German warships bombarded 
ports along the east coast.

• In Hartlepool an eleven year old boy was killed in a 
school playground when a shell splinter hit him in the 
head. In Scarborough nineteen people were killed.

• From January 1915, Zeppelins began to make 
bombing raids on British cities. 

• From the end of 1915 the Germans began air-raids 
using ‘Gotha’ bombers. These continued to the end 
of the war, by which time there had been 57 raids. 

• The damage caused in air-raids was small compared 
to that during the Second World War. 

• The bombs used weighed only about a hundred 
kilograms and usually destroyed no mare than a few 
houses at most.

• The effect of the raids was dramatic as nothing like 
this had ever happened in Britain before. 

• The loss of life was also high, as there were few 
precautions. In the 106 air-raids in Britain from 
1915 to 1918 about 1400 people were killed in air-
raids.
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changed in the modern era? World War Two

The Blitz
• After the failure of the Luftwaffe 

to defeat Fighter Command, the 
Germans began to bomb London and 
other British cities by night: the 
Blitz. 

• It continued throughout September, 
October and November in 1940, and 
then began again in the spring of 
1941. 

• Attacks slackened off in May 1941 as 
the Germans moved planes east to 
prepare for the invasion of the 
Soviet Union. 

Rationing
• The government introduced rationing in 

January 1940. This continued throughout 
the war. 

• At first only some foods were rationed, but 
clothing, soap and furniture were all added 
later. 

• Rationing did not end in 1945, but lasted 
until 1953. Some foods, notably bread, were 
rationed for the first time after the end of 
the war. 

• It was believed that bread would have been 
too much of a blow to people’s morale while 
the fighting was still going on.

Censorship
• The government prevented the 

publication of other photographs that 
might have affected the morale of the 
British people. 

• Dead bodies were never shown, nor were 
people complaining. Stories and 
interviews with people who were 
depressed or demoralised were kept 
from the newspapers. 

• The government was able to do this 
because it imposed total censorship on 
all newspapers and other publications.

• It also controlled the news broadcasts 
of the BBC. Reports exaggerated the 
successes of the Royal Air Force and 
played down the effects of German 
action.

• The government also attempted to 
create the impression that Britain could 
take it for the USA. US newsreels 
showed the people of London getting on 
with the job after nights of destruction. 

• The government attempts to suppress 
the truth about the effects of bombing 
were part of a larger attempt to control 
the spreading of news during the war. 
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changed in the modern era? World War Two

Women during the War
• At the beginning of the Second World War 

all women were classified as ‘mobile’ or 
‘immobile’. 

• Mobile meant that they were capable of 
joining the armed forces or of undertaking 
full time war work. 

• Immobile meant that they were housewives 
looking after children or elderly relatives. 

The Local Defence Volunteers
• Men who could not join the army for one 

reason or another were asked to enlist in 
the new Local Defence Volunteers in May 
1940. 

• The LDV soon got a much catchier name and 
became the Home Guard, although it was its 
nickname of ‘Dad’s Army’ that really stuck. 

• It was mostly made up of older men, often 
former soldiers. At first units had no 
uniforms and few weapons, but they 
eventually became better organised.

The conscription of women
• In April 1941, all women were forced to register for 

work, but the real change was brought about by a 
report published by the Ministry of Labour in October. 

• This showed that 2,000,000 more workers were needed 
in the armed forces and war industries. 

• In December 1941, conscription of women aged 
nineteen to thirty was introduced. From then on the 
number of women steadily increased. 

• By 1943, 17,000,000 women aged between fourteen and 
sixty-four were either in the forces or in essential war 
work. 

• That included 90% of single women and 80% of married 
women with children over fourteen.

Factory work
• By the end of 1943, women occupied 57% of the jobs in 

factories, and, when they were in direct competition 
with men, often showed that they could do better. 

• The Ministry of Information published details of 
women’s achievements. A woman welder produced 
‘thirty feet more than a man on similar work’.

• A woman in a munitions factory produced 120 pieces of 
equipment a day, compared to 100 by her male 
colleagues.
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changed in the modern era? Conscientious Objectors

The Military Service Act
• The Military Service Act of January 1916 made all unmarried 

men between the ages of eighteen and forty-one liable for 
service in the armed forces. 

• In May 1916 the Act was extended to include married men. 
However, Conscripts could claim exemption on any one of four 
grounds:

• Ill health
• Reserved occupation, this meant that they were employed 

in an industry of national importance.
• Family responsibility, this meant that they had dependants 

who would suffer if they were conscripted.
• Conscientious objection

• Anyone who claimed exemption had to go before a Military 
Tribunal and prove that they deserved to be exempt from 
service. 

• The Tribunals were usually made up of the mayor, local 
councillors and ex-army officers. They often proved very 
unsympathetic to conscientious objectors.

The First World War
• During the First World War, conscientious objectors, sometimes 

referred to as ‘conchies’ or ‘COs’, were a group of protesters who 
aroused particular resentment and hostility. 

• At first, the army had relied on volunteers but, as the war 
dragged on and casualties rose, conscription (compulsory military 
service) was introduced in 1916. 

Categories
• Conscientious objectors fell into two categories: 
• Non-combatants, who were prepared to join the army and performed 

duties such as medical orderlies and drivers;
• Absolutists, who refused to accept any form of military discipline.
• Non-combatants were not a major problem. They served in hospitals, 

drove ambulances and were even forced to dig trenches for fighting 
soldiers. 

• Absolutists were quite different. About 1500 refused to do anything to 
assist the war effort. 

• From June 1916 conscientious objectors were sent to Home Office Work 
Centres. 

• By that time 73 conscientious objectors had died and another thirty-one 
had been driven insane by their treatment.

• At the end of the war, all COs were denied the right to vote for five 
years, and many found it impossible to get jobs; some were beaten up 
when they returned home.

The Second World War 
• There were many more COs during the Second World War, mainly 

because when the full details of the tremendous slaughter in the 
trenches was revealed; many people became pacifists after 1918. 

• About 29 000 did work in factories or on the land. Some COs agreed to 
do non-combatant work in the armed forces - very often acting as 
ambulance drivers or doing other medical work. 

• Many COs, though, were part of the Peace Pledge Union which was 
opposed to war and which tried to encourage people not to fight. 



35. Case Study – Battle of the Somme, 1916
Britain’s contribution to the Western Front, 1915-17
• Both sides dug what they believed would be temporary trenches for the winter 

of 1914-15, fully expecting to breakthrough and resume a war of movement in 
1915. 

• No such breakthrough was achieved and instead there was deadlock on the 
Western Front for the next three years. 

• As the trench systems became stronger and more complex, so it became even 
more difficult to breakthrough. 

• Both sides made major attempts to break the stalemate, the Germans at Verdun 
in 1916 and the British on the Somme in 1916 and Passchendaele in 1917. 

• All failed and led to very heavy casualties. The war became one of attrition; 
which side would be worn out first.

The Trench system on the Western Front
• During the course of the next three years the trench systems 

became stronger and more sophisticated.
• There could be as many as four lines of trenches with dug outs thirty 

feet below ground level. 
• Behind the front line were the reserve trenches in case the front 

line should be captured. They were also a resting place for the front-
line troops. 

• There were even third and fourth lines of trenches in some places. 
Running across these lines were communication trenches. They led 
back to safety. 

• Everything going up to the front had to use these trenches: fresh 
troops, water, food, supplies, mail.

• The trenches were constructed to give the maximum protection to 
the defenders. 

• Dug outs could be thirty feet below ground level. These were the 
daily living quarters for the troops and their refuge from attack. 

• Machine guns were eventually housed in concrete shelters. They could 
fire 800 bullets per second, killing large numbers of attacking 
infantry. 

• Each front line was protected by rows of barbed wire, secretly 
erected or improved at night. This was often several feet high and 
deep. 

• No-man’s-land, between the two front lines, was a desolate area 
between the two trench systems which could be as little as one 
hundred metres. 

• Artillery shells had destroyed any drainage ditches, so creating a sea 
of mud and shell craters in which man soldiers drowned. 

Why was there no breakthrough on the Western Front, 1915-17?
• Commanders on both sides lacked the imagination to break this deadlock. Cavalry 

attacks were totally ineffective.
• Instead they used the mass infantry attack across no-man’s-land. Weight of 

numbers would achieve a breakthrough. This resulted in very heavy casualties on 
both sides. 

• The advantages almost always lay with the defenders. The trench system proved 
very difficult to break through strong. 

• Soldiers or infantrymen were supposed to attack quickly through gaps in the 
enemy trenches. 

• This proved impossible against trenches which were defended by barbed wire and 
sandbags. 

• Barbed wire and the mud made cavalry charges ineffective. Machine-guns were 
ideal defensive weapons. 

• The German Maxim gun accounted for 90 per cent of Allied victims in the Battle 
of the Somme.
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Attempts to overcome the deadlock on the Western Front
• The deadlock in the West meant that both armies tried to find ways of breaking 

through the enemies defences. 
• Gas was first used by the Germans at Ypres in April 1915 and proved a deadly 

weapon. 9,000 Allied soldiers were killed. 
• Gas could be used in two ways. It could be released from tanks at the front line 

and allowed to drift over towards the enemy. 
• Another methods used to try to break through was mining. Special units were 

formed to dig under the enemies trenches and put huge mines in place. 
• These were first used at Hill 60 near Ypres in early 1915. It was first attacked in 

February when a mine was exploded under the German positions on 17 February. 
This was the first British mine used in the war.

• The biggest mines were dug under the German frontlines at the Somme and then 
exploded just before the attack. 

• The Lochnagar crater is about ninety metres in diameter and sixty metres deep, 
and is an impressive visual indication as to the scale of the horrific conflict. 

• In June 1917 twenty mines were dug under the Messines Ridge near Ypres. The 
tunnels were nearly 300 metres long and contained more than 20,000 kilos of high 
explosive. 

• Eighteen of the mines were detonated at the start of the battle, but two were 
forgotten. One blew up in 1956, but the other is still out there. 

• Tunnels were also used in the successful attack at Vimy Ridge in April 1917.
• When the British in the Arras sector in March 1916 New Zealand Tunnelling 

Companies dug a network of tunnels in the ground underneath Arras. 

Conditions in the trenches on the Western Front
• Soldiers were usually in the front line for four days; they then 

went in to support trenches for another four days and then were 
withdrawn for eight days.

• Trenches soon became flooded in bad weather; this produced the 
disease known as ‘trench foot’.

• This was an infection caused by immersion in water for long time. 
Feet swelled and turned black. It was impossible to get boots on.

• Trenches were also full of rats, which crept over soldiers’ bodies 
while they slept; they brought the risk of serious epidemics.

• Most soldiers would be infected by lice. When they were 
withdrawn from the front line, their uniforms were baked to kill 
the lice.

• It was usually impossible to wash in the trenches. Soldiers were 
given a ration of water everyday for all uses.

• Soldiers were given showers to get rid of lice and filth, when 
they were withdrawn from the front line.
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General Haig
• Haig was appointed commander-in-chief of the British army on the Western Front 

in December 1915. 
• He firmly believed that the war would be won in France and Belgium. His plan for 

1916 was for a major offensive in Belgium and northern France and would have the 
advantage of a much larger army than ever before. 

• The recruits that had flocked to the colours after Kitchener’s appeals in 1914 were 
no ready for action.

Planning the battle
• Discussions between the British and French commanders began in late 

December 1915.
• Haig believed in the 'Big Push'. He was convinced that the enemy 

could be overwhelmed by sheer weight of numbers.
• Haig continually demanded more and more men from the politicians 

and refused to allow any troops to be diverted to other areas of 
fighting.

• Joffre, the French commander, suggested a joint attack along the 
Somme, the point where the British and French sectors met. 

• He asked Haig to undertake a holding role, while the main advance 
was made by the French forces. 

• The situation changed, however, in February 1916, when the Germans 
began their offensive against Verdun, which was designed to ‘bleed 
France dry’. 

• The battle of the Somme was no longer a French battle with British 
support; it became a British battle with French support. 

• The battle of the Somme now became an attempt to draw German 
forces away from the attack on Verdun and, therefore, became even 
more of a battle of attrition.

The day of the battle
• The bombardment that preceded the battle of the Somme began 

on 24 June. 
• The battle was supposed to have begun on 29 June, but bad 

weather that prevented accurate observation meant that the 
battle was postponed until 1 July. 

• By then it was becoming obvious that the Germans were aware 
that there was something serious about to happen.

What went wrong?
• The British commanders had decided that a massive artillery 

bombardment would be used to destroy the German positions before the 
battle. 

• It would then be possible for the British frontline troops to advance 
slowly across ‘No Man’s Lands’ with all the equipment necessary to 
consolidate the German trenches. 

• The orders given to the 4th Army specifically prohibited the troops from 
rushing and also ordered them to advance in close order.

• These orders assumed that the artillery bombardment would have done 
its job, but it did not. 

• The chalky soil of the Somme meant that it was possible to construct 
deep dugouts with twenty steps down. 
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1 July
• Two minutes before zero hour, 7.30 a.m., the mines at 

Lochnagar and Tambour were exploded.
• This gave the German defenders no time to recover 

before the British troops advanced, but further north 
the Hawthorn mine had been detonated at 7.20 a.m. 

• This gave the German defenders time to recover and 
prepare for the attack, the result was disaster. 

• As the British infantry began its advance across ‘No 
Man’s Land’, the artillery directed its fire on the 
German support trenches. 

• This was the signal for the German frontline troops to 
emerge from their dugouts and prepare for battle. 

• By the end of the day the British losses were 21,392 
killed or missing, 35,493 wounded and 585 taken 
prisoner; it was the worst day in the history of the 
British army.

Was Haig to blame?
• Troops were expected to march across ‘no-man’s-land’ at a steady pace. 
• This assumed that the German defences would have been obliterated by the 

bombardment. 
• It was again assumed that officers would be able to direct their men to their objectives. 
• Unfortunately, many officers and NCOs were killed in the initial advance and the troops 

therefore did not know what they were expected to do.
• This situation was avoided at the Battle of Vimy Ridge in April 1917 when thousands of 

maps were printed to show troops their objectives. This battle was carried out by the 
Canadian army.

• Haig appears to have believed that his plan was working perfectly, when in fact it was 
going disastrously wrong. 

• Furthermore, he has been criticised for not getting close enough to the battle and 
relying too much on reports from his senior generals. 

• At Passchendaele, he was apparently taken aback when he visited the battlefield; his 
head-quarters were in France while the battle was taking place in Belgium.
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The Iraq War, 2003
• The coalition mission was ‘to 

disarm Iraq of weapons of 
mass destruction, to end 
Saddam Hussein's support for 
terrorism, and to free the 
Iraqi people. 

• Tony Blair stated that the 
trigger was Iraq's failure to 
take a ‘final opportunity’ to 
disarm itself of alleged 
nuclear, chemical, and 
biological weapons that US 
and British officials called an 
immediate and intolerable 
threat to world peace.

Operation Telic
• Operation Telic was one of the largest deployments of 

British forces since the Second World War. 
• 46,000 troops of all the British services were committed 

to the operation at its start, including, 26,000 
British soldiers.

• 116 British aircraft took part in the campaign.
• 9,500 of the British reservists from the Territorial Army 

took part
• The Iraqi port city of Umm Qasr was the first British 

obstacle. A joint Polish-British-American force ran into 
unexpectedly stiff resistance, and it took several days to 
clear the Iraqi forces out. 

• The British tanks (‘The Desert Rats) fought their way into 
Iraq's second-largest city, Basra, on 6 April.

• The Parachute Regiment cleared the 'old quarter' of the 
city that was inaccessible to vehicles. 

• Basra was taken after two weeks of fierce fighting, which 
included the biggest tank battle by British forces since 
World War II.

• The Armoured Division began to advance north towards US 
positions around Al Amarah on 9 April. 

• The Royal Logistic Corps rapidly set up and repaired 
dockyard facilities to allow humanitarian aid to begin to 
arrive from ships arriving in Umm Oasr.

• A total of 11 British soldiers were killed, while 515 Iraqi 
soldiers, irregulars, and Fedayeen were killed.

High tech weapons
• Smart bombs are laser guided missiles that 

can be dropped from aircraft or launched 
from the surface.

• They are laser controlled and can operate in 
all weather conditions. They were used to hit 
specific targets during the Iraq invasion.

• Smart bombs and missiles allow smaller planes 
and smaller numbers of planes to make 
successful attacks on stationary targets such 
as buildings, fortifications, or bridges. 

• These targets can be destroyed using fewer 
and larger explosive warheads than would be 
the case in the ‘carpet’ bombing techniques of 
the Second World War.

• Launching aircraft are less vulnerable to anti-
aircraft fire than they would be in low-
altitude or dive-bombing runs.

• These weapons can now be launched from 
drones, which means that there is no risk of 
loss of life.

• 18,500 smart bombs were used during the 
Iraq War; approximately 10% of the bombs 
dropped.

• Cruise missiles were fired from Tornado jets 
during the Iraq War. These missiles ‘cruise’ 
at a regular speed until they are guided to 
their targets.
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Surveillance
• The civilian GPS system was adapted for military 

use. It helped ground troops in Iraq and 
Afghanistan navigate across barren deserts. It 
was developed so that it was accurate to three 
meters.

• It has also proved reliable in sand storms when 
visibility is reduced. It can be carried by 
soldiers in battle.

• The GPS device also enables soldiers to 
distinguish between friendly and enemy troops –
reducing incidents of friendly fire in combat 
zones.

• Satellites can be used to spy on enemy 
formations and pick up communications by radio.

• Vehicles were equipped with GPS and can display 
moving maps and information about location, 
speed, direction, and nearby streets and 
landmarks.

• Aircraft navigation systems were connected to 
the autopilot for en-route navigation. 

• Cockpit-mounted GPS receivers were used in 
aircraft of all sizes.

Reporting the war
• Newspaper reporters had very full access to 

the campaign and were allowed to publish 
details of the conflict so long as they did not 
reveal information that would be of use to 
the enemy. 

• About 600 reporters were ‘embedded’ with 
Allied forces; most of these were either 
British or US. 

• These reporters ate and slept alongside 
soldiers and were able to bring live reports 
of fire-fights and artillery bombardments to 
live TV. 

• One British journalist, Terry Lloyd, was 
killed by in a fire-fight between US and 
Iraqi forces.
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Preparation for war
• The war scare of September 1938 at the time of Munich acted 

as a rehearsal. 

The context of London in the Second World War
• London was a natural target for German air-raids; it 

was the largest urban area in Britain.
• It was the centre of government and the home of 

the royal family; the docks were amongst the 
largest in the world.

• Bombers could easily find their targets by following 
the line of the River Thames. Water towers at 
Crystal Palace were taken down I case they were 
used as landmarks.

Evacuation
• About 1,500,000 people were evacuated during the 

period from 1 to 4 September. 72 London Transport 
stations and depots were used for the evacuation

• Children were moved in school groups with their 
teachers. They were allowed to take one suitcase 
and had labels around their necks in case they got 
lost. 

• In the reception areas host families were allowed to 
choose the evacuees they wanted. This could create 
problems because some children did not find homes.

Air Raid Precautions in 1939
• In the Second World War, a blackout went into force 

immediately in September 1939. 
• All lights had to be hidden at night. Blackout material could be 

bought cheaply and windows were taped to prevent people being 
injured by flying glass. 

• Anderson air-raid shelters were distributed; these were dug into 
the garden and covered with earth. 

• They were designed to protect people against falling brickwork if 
the houses were bombed. 

• In areas where it was impossible to use Anderson shelters, large 
concrete shelters with curved roofs were constructed. 

• Many people, however, had no gardens and no public shelters, 
particularly if they lived in city centres or in flats. They could 
construct a safe room, sometimes in a cellar. 

• From 1941, some people used a Morrison shelter, which was a 
steel cage, which fitted under a dining table. 

• To reduce the likelihood of casualties, people were advised to 
keep off the streets as much as possible. 

• Gas masks were issued to everybody, with special designs for 
children and one that could cover a pram for babies. It was a 
serious offence to by out without a gas mask.
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Government propaganda
• To back up the new regulations and to 

remind the people of Britain that great 
care was needed; the government 
bombarded them with propaganda. 

• There were wireless broadcasts, 
posters and a large number of short 
films. Some showed how to fit a gas 
mask, others described simple fire 
precaution, but all emphasised the need 
for people to remain calm.

Volunteers
• To tackle the effects of bombing, the British 

government set up a series of Auxiliary Services, of 
which the Air Raid Precaution (ARP) was one.

• Just as important were the Observer Corps, which 
watched for planes on high buildings, counting and 
identifying them for the RAF controllers.

• The Auxiliary Fire Service, which worked alongside 
the Fire Brigade and Heavy Rescue Squads, which 
tried to find the victims of air-raids.

• In September 1939, there were 1.5 million people 
enlisted in auxiliary services.

The ‘Phoney War’
• Then, nothing happened. From September 1939 

until April 1940, there was no fighting. Many 
children drifted back home in time for Easter.

• The process then had to be started all over again 
when Norway, Denmark, the Netherlands, Belgium 
and finally France were invaded.
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The Blitz
• The Germans also used high explosive bombs, weighing 500 or 1,000 pounds.
• The most dangerous were land mines, which drifted down on parachutes and 

exploded later. 
• At first bombing was concentrated on central London, particularly the docks. 
• German planes followed the line of the Thames and then dropped their 

bombs on the East End. 
• Damage was severe, not only to buildings, but also to morale, which was 

Hitler's main aim. 
• The government attempted to maintain morale by publishing stories, which 

created the impression that 'Britain could take it'.
• The truth was often very different. In fact there are many examples of 

people being very near to total despair in the winter of 1941. 
• The Blitz had much more devastating effects than the government was 

prepared to admit. In London, 13,000 people were killed in 1940. 

The Blitz
• The Blitz was the German bombing of Britain from September 1940 until 

May 1941. 
• It began after Hitler gave up his attempt to invade Britain in September 

1940. He was trying to force Britain to surrender. 
• The Blitz was intended to break the morale of the British people. Hitler 

believed that they would force the government to come to terms with him. 
• The Blitz was also an attempt to destroy industry. In London the docks were 

attacked regularly and this meant that people living in the East End were 
often bombed. 

• The Luftwaffe, the German air force, also tried to hit railway lines and 
junctions.

• When it started in September 1940, the Blitz came without warning. 
Bombing came in several forms. 

• The most common bombs were incendiaries. These were small bombs which 
burst into flames. 

Black Saturday – part one
• The Blitz began in earnest at the end of the first week of September 1940: ‘Black Saturday’.
• Hitler ordered the Luftwaffe to switch from attacks on Fighter Command to bomb London.
• 348 German bombers escorted by 617 fighters attacked the capital in the late afternoon.
• They formed a 32-km (20-mile) wide block of aircraft filling more than 2000 square kilometres (800 square miles) of sky. During the raid 448 people were 

killed. 
• 1000 bombs and thousands of incendiary devices caused widespread damage to the docks and industrial centres like Woolwich Arsenal and Beckton 

gasworks. 
• The Germans also attempted to destroy the timber ponds in the Surrey Docks.
• Many of the bombs were strapped to oil drums to aid the conflagration. The result was a firestorm in the docks that blazed from end to end for a whole 

week.
• The largest fire at the Surrey Docks was so hot that window glass in buildings far from the flames shattered in the heat and the strong winds that were 

generated. 300 pumps were needed to contain it.
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The V-1 attacks
• The V-1 was a jet-propelled missile carrying one 

tonne of explosive that flew at about 350 miles 
an hour. When it ran out of fuel, it fell to the 
ground.

• The first V-1s fell on London on 13 June 13, 
1944, and from then until March of 1945.

• The most deadly V-1 attack of the war in London 
occurred on 8 June 18, 1944.

• A V-1 hit the Royal Military Chapel, Wellington 
Barracks, killing 58 civilians and 63 service 
personnel.

• Between 8,000 and 9,000 V1’s were launched 
against Southern England, primarily London. 

• Their impact was limited as V1’s could be shot 
out of the sky by anti-aircraft fire as these guns 
could lock onto the trajectory of the incoming 
V1. 

Black Saturday – part two
• Vessels passing along the far side of the river suffered blistered paintwork. A third of the warehouses 

and transit sheds were destroyed.
• The inferno at the docks eventually spread to cover 100 hectares (250 acres). Firemen from London and 

as far away as Bristol fought more than 40 separate fires. 
• The most notorious raid took place on Sunday 29 December. The area hit was the City of London. 
• Nineteen churches, including 16 built by Christopher Wren after the Great Fire of London, were 

destroyed. St Paul’s Cathedral survived. 
• One third of the City was destroyed. However, many of the main businesses streets, such as Cornhill and 

Lombard Street, suffered little damage.
• The air raids continued sporadically, with major raids on 16 and 19 April 1941. More than 1,000 people 

were killed on each night in various areas across the capital. 
• Finally, on 10 May, bombs fell on Kingsway, Smithfield, Westminster and across the City, killing almost 

3,000.
• The Law Courts, the Tower of London, Westminster Abbey, many of London’s museums and the House of 

Commons were all hit. 
• The Blitz only ended in May 1941 when the German Luftwaffe were redeployed to take part in the 

invasion of Russia.

The V-2 attacks
• The V-2 was the world's first ballistic missile. It was 46 feet (14 meters) tall, 5 feet 4 inches (1.6 meters) in diameter, and it was propelled by a liquid-fuel 

engine. 
• The engine burned for about 60 seconds, lifting the rocket to a height of about 52 miles. 
• The engine would then shut off and the missile would fall to its target. It had a maximum range of about 225 miles (362 km).
• It carried a 2,000 pound warhead, which was capable of destroying a large building. It took about five minutes for the missile to travel its maximum range.
• The V-2 was first used in an attack on London on 7 September 7, 1944. From then until March of 1945, about 1,000 V-2s fell most around London.
• They caused about 2,700 deaths and over twice that many injuries.
• The worst V2 attack of the war happened on 25 November when the Woolworths department store in New Cross Road, Deptford was suddenly blown apart. 
• It had been crowded with Saturday shoppers, perhaps more people than usual because the store had a supply of saucepans, a rare wartime commodity. 
• In an instant 168 people were dead or dying, with many more injured in the vicinity. 
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The Underground
• Many Londoners lived in flats or terraced houses; 

there was nowhere to build air-raid shelter.
• In desperation, many tried to get into the 

Underground for protection, but at first, this was not 
allowed.

• The government wanted to use the Underground to 
move men and supplies during air-raids; stations were 
locked overnight.

• At the end of the second week of September, the 
policy was changed and Londoners were allowed into 
tube stations.

• Only 5% of Londoners sheltered in tube stations 
during the war; in South London, there were virtually 
no stations.

• Not all tube stations were safe; the District and 
Circle Lines were only a few meters underground. 

• Some tube stations were hit. In October 1940, 
Balham underground station was hit by a bomb, which 
burst a water main. Sixty-four people were drowned. 

• This story was never released until after the war, 
because many people sheltered from air-raids in 
underground stations. 

• If they had found out what had happened there might 
well have been panic. 

• Other underground stations were hit, including 
Piccadilly, Bounds Green and Acton. 

• At Bank Station, 50 people were killed when a bomb 
hit the ticket hall.

Air Raid Precautions (ARP)
• ARP wardens were appointed for every local area; they were responsible for ensuring that the 

black-out was enforced
• They were responsible for checking how many people were in each house every night; this gave them 

a reputation of being ‘nosey’.
• Householders were required to use black-out material and create a safe room where possible.
• There had to be a bucket of sand or a water pump available to put out incendiary bombs.
• 150,000 Anderson shelters were dug into back gardens; from 1941, Morrison Shelters could be 

fitted under a dining table.

Deep shelters
• The government began to provide deep shelters after the attacks on tube stations.
• Eight deep shelters were eventually completed, 80ft to 150ft under the ground. Each of them could 

hold some 8,000 people.
• However, none were ready until the end of 1942, which was long after the Blitz had started.
• Thousands of British citizens had died as a result of the failure of the government to take action 

before the war.

Mickey’s shelter
• Mickey's Shelter was in the massive vaults beneath the Fruit and Wool exchange in Brushfield St.
• It was taken over early in the war as a shelter for 5,000 people. On the first night it was opened, 

twice that number of people crammed in.
• By 7.30 p.m. every bit of floor space was taken up. People slept on piles of rubbish, and the 

passages were filthy. The lights were dim or non-existent. There was no room to move.
• A system of rules emerged to make it more bearable; the shelter was finally recognised by the 

authorities, toilets were installed. 
• All of this was thanks to Mickey Davies, who had established a shelter committee that went on to 

elect its own leaders. 
• Mickey's shelter was the success of Londoners. 10,000 people slept under the same roof. 
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Bethnal Green
• The Bethnal Green Tube shelter 

disaster took place on the evening of 
3 March, 1943. 

• 173 people died in a crush as panic 
spread through the crowds of people 
trying to enter the station's bomb 
shelter. In fact, there were no bombs 
dropped. 

• The East End, with its industry and 
docks, had been a target for German 
bombers since 1940.

• Bethnal Green tube station was one of 
the few deep-level stations in the 
East End.

• It was an obvious choice for a huge 
public air-raid shelter. The shelter 
held 7,000 people and 5,000 bunks.

• There was heavy bombing of Berlin on 
1 March 1, many people were 
anticipating a German response strike 
on 3 March.

• Approximately 500 people were 
already in the shelter when the 
warning sirens sounded at 8.17 p.m. 

• Since German bombing had switched 
tactics from slow, heavy aircraft, to 
lighter, faster bombers, people had 
less time to reach safe shelter.

South Hallsville School
• In September 1940, local residents were advised to take shelter in South Hallsville School, which had a useful 

basement that could be used as a bomb shelter. 
• On 10 September, the school took a direct hit and was reduced to a pile of rubble. 
• The whole school building fell into the basement, leaving hundreds of people dead, dying or trapped. 
• The government released figures showing that 77 people had died in the bombing raid on the school.
• Eye witnesses who had been in the building but left it shortly before the bomb landed estimated that up to 600 

people were in the basement. 
• The British government did not want to release details of such high casualties as this might have hampered their 

war efforts. 
• The bomb site was cordoned off and nobody was allowed to see what had happened.
• A press blackout was ordered so that newspapers could not report specific details about the incident or disclose 

the location where the bomb hit or print pictures of it.
• The war cabinet probably covered up the scale of the disaster in an attempt not to lose morale in the area and the 

country as a whole. 
• The Blitz was devastating London day after day and people were finding it hard enough to carry on. 
• The government probably also did not want to give the Germans such a massive propaganda boost by admitting that 

one bomb had killed hundreds of people.

Bethnal Green
• Bethnal Green residents poured out of cinemas and off passing buses towards the station.
• About 1,500 people made their way into the only entrance between 8.17 p.m. and 8.27 p.m. 
• At 8.27 p.m., a nearby anti-aircraft battery fired 60 rockets. The battery was new, with an unfamiliar sound. 
• The crowd surged forward down the slippery steps a woman holding a small child fell near the bottom of the first 

staircase. 
• A man tripped over her, and a tragic human domino effect began. It is estimated that hundreds of people fell within 

just 15 seconds. 
• Unaware of what was happening in front, people kept surging forward into the supposed safety of the shelter.
• 173 people: 27 men, 84 women and 62 children were killed. A further 62 people were taken to hospital. 
• The British government ordered that both the location and precise number of deaths should be kept secret. 
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Morale
• The government controlled all forms of the media 

to present a picture of life going on as normal 
despite the constant nightly attacks. 

• Photographs were censored and a positive picture 
was given in newspapers.

• The government wanted to get aid from the USA 
and had to persuade the US government that it 
would not be lost if Britain was invaded

• Life was not quite as easy as propaganda showed. 
London could take it but only because there was 
little else they could do. 

• The poorest in London lived in the East End and it 
was this area that was especially hit hard by 
bombing because of the docks that were based 
there. 

• Most of the families there could do little else 
except stay where they were unless 

• Members of the government and the rich were 
able to take refuge in country houses, in comfort 
and out of the way of the bombs.

• The lower-middle and working classes were forced 
to stay in the cities and face up to the deadly raids 
with inadequate provision for shelter.

Leisure activities
• All theatres were closed on the outbreak of war. Many reopened soon after, but most shows were 

matinées or early evening performances.
• Concerts featuring classical music and drama, and took ballet and opera to new audiences. 
• The only shows for Londoners was Revudeville at the Windmill and the lunch-time ballet hour at the 

Arts Theatre Club
• The pianist, Myra Hess, held lunchtime concerts for Londoners at the National Gallery.
• During air raids, these were moved to the basement and on one occasion even continued without 

interruption despite a bomb exploding nearby. 
• The concerts were very popular with Londoners and provided a welcome cultural break from the 

hardships of war.
• Dances were very popular, especially after GIs arrived in 1942. Church halls were used in addition to 

ballrooms.

London’s response to the War
• The royal family stayed in London throughout the war. King George and Queen Elizabeth tried to give 

the impression that they were sharing the hardships of wartime.
• Princesses Elizabeth and Margaret both joined voluntary organisations.
• The government stayed in Whitehall and Parliament continued to sit at Westminster.
• When the House of Commons was hit by a bomb, MPs moved into the House of Lords.
• Winston Churchill had special Cabinet war Rooms constructed in Whitehall and often slept there.
• Paintings and exhibits from the National Gallery and museums were moved to North Wales and stored 

underground. Important buildings were protected by sandbags.
• Public spaces, such as Hyde Park, Victoria Park and the Tower of London moat were turned into 

allotments as part of the ‘Dig for Victory’ campaign.



48. London and the Second World War, 1939-1945 
– Historical context of the Second World War

Historical context of the Second World War
• The Blitz was the result of the failure of the Luftwaffe to win 

Battle of Britain.
• Operation Sealion, the supposed German invasion of Britain, was 

cancelled and Hitler turned to a bombing campaign.
• The aim was break the morale of the people of Britain and force 

the government to sue for peace.
• If Hitler had succeeded, he would have controlled almost the 

entire continent of Europe. 
• The USA might never have become involved in European affairs.


