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Wars have been fought over the control of
land for as long as people have walked the
Earth. In every battle, the ingenuity and
effectiveness of a force 's weapons can make
the difference between winning and losing.

The first battles were probably fought with hunting implements
such as as spears and stone daggers. The earliest weapon to be
designed specifically for the purpose of warfare is thought to
be the club, or mace. The earliest maces, made at the beginning
of the Bronze Age (10,000 B¢), consisted of a stone attached to
a wooden handle, and were designed to crush the skull of an
enemy. In the third millennium 8.c. advances in metalworking
allowed some mace heads to be made of copper, and the
greater density of the metal transformed the mace into a more
effective weapon.

THE SAMURAI SWORD

The first iron swords were made about 3,200 years ago.
Swords have taken many forms since then, but many
believe that the art of the swordsmith reached its high
point in the katana, the weapon of the Japanese
samurai warriors. Before it was placed in a
furnace, the katana'’s blade was coated in

clay apart from the cutting edge. This unique
process allowed the sword to combine
extreme flexibility with a razor-sharp blade.

A samurai sword had one cutting
edge that had to be cleaned and
oiled regularly to prevent it from
rusting and becoming blunt.

As offensive weapons grew more advanced, so did defensive
armor. By 2500 B.C. smiths from Sumeria (modern-day Iraq) were
able to craft fairly sophisticated helmets out of bronze, and
their effectiveness forced changes in the design of the mace. In
response, the head of the mace became more oval in shape, so
that the force of a blow was concentrated on a specific point,
causing greater damage to the helmet. Gradually the mace
evolved into the battleax. Unlike the mace, the ax was not
merely reliant on its weight to inflict damage but used a cutting
edge as well.




Primitive cutting blades were made from stone, such as this Native
American arrowhead.

The ax remained the most important cutting-edge hand
weapon until around 1200 B.C, when swords first began to be
cast out of iron. While swords had been made before this date,
they were cast from bronze, which could not be made into an
effective strong, long, and sharp blade. It was only after the

Roman soldiers used the testudo—or tortoise—formation during
sieges. The platoon is protected from attack from above and in front
by the leather-covered shields.

ARMOR

As early as 1500 B.C. the Egyptians were making body armor
by covering leather clothing with small pieces of bronze. The
Assyrians were the first to use iron to make such armor. Greek
artifacts from the 3rd century 8. provide the earliest evidence
of mail, flexible body armor made of small overlapping or
linked metal pieces. There is some evidence that mail was
used even earlier in Celtic Britain. By the 1100s A.p.suits of
mail armor covered the entire body. Improvements in the
metalworking skills of European armorers in the 13th century
resulted in the production of cheaper and stronger
iron. As a result, chain mail was gradually
replaced with plate armor, which was
‘ made from larger pieces of metal.
At first plate and mail were

used together. However,
the gaps between the

: plates created vulnerable
\ spots and led to the

creation of complete
suits of armor in
Germany and [taly in
the 14th century.

A history enthusiast
tests out fighting in
plated armor.
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development of iron smelting that the sword came into its own.
While its design changed repeatedly over the next 3,000 years,
it was used successfully in battle right up until the late 19th
century.

Slings and arrows

The sword, ax, and mace are all shock weapons, which are

used in hand-to-hand combat. Equally important were missile
weapons, which were used to attack the enemy from afar. The
simplest of these was the sling, which consisted of two thongs
attached to a pouch. A small stone or lead shot was put in the
pouch. The thrower whirled the sling around his head before
letting go of one of the thongs and launching the stone toward
the enemy.

The most important missile weapon was undoubtedly the
bow, which was first used for hunting around 30,000 BC. Several

Although it is easy to construct, a slingshot was seldom deadly unless
in the hands of an expert.

important technical developments have occurred during the
course of its lengthy history. One of the most important of these
was the introduction of the composite bow around 3000 B.C.
The composite bow (made of a mixture of wood, animal

FACTS AND FIGURES

W The longbow was 6 ft (180 cm) long and could propel
a 3-ft (90 cm) arrow 1,200 ft (365 m). A skilled archer
could fire up to ten arrows in a minute. Arrows with
hardened steel heads could penetrate plate armor and
iron mail from 300 ft (90 m).

¥ The crossbow was 3 ft (90 cm) long and could propel
a 1%2-ft (45 cm) arrow 900 ft (270 m). A skilled archer
could fire up to eight arrows in a minute.

Ve

-

—
Battleaxes could only inflict injuries when used in close combat—and

within range of the opponent 's ax.




crossbow.

[Missile weapons used in medieval warfare: the spear, bow, and]

sinew, and horn) continued to be a highly effective weapon
until the Middle Ages, when it was used to devastating effect
by the forces of Mongol conqueror Genghis Khan.

In the 12th century two further developments increased the
potency of the bow as a weapon. The first was the rediscovery
of the crossbow. The idea of placing a bow laterally across

a wooden stock and fitting it with a mechanical winding
mechanism and trigger was first explored by the Chinese in

the sixth century B.C., but the design did not spread to Europe
until 1,800 years later. The crossbow's winding system gave it
enormous power, and its iron bolts were able to pierce even the
strongest armor. However, the weapon did have its drawbacks,
the most notable of which were a lack of accuracy and a limited
range.

These problems were overcome by the Welsh longbow. The
longbow was made from yew, a wood that possesses the
qualities of a composite bow. Around 7 ft (2 m) in length, the
longbow was extraordinarily powerful and extremely accurate.

The use of the weapon by the English was a pivotal factor in
their victory over the French at Agincourt in 1415,

THE COMPOSITE BOW

The effectiveness of the archer in battle was increased by
the invention of the composite bow around 3000 BC. This
weapon had a long range and considerable penetration
power.

Composite bows were made by binding animal sinews to

the front and horn to the rear of a curved wooden stave.
The outer arms of the bow bent away from the archer,
forming a reverse curve. The power of the bow relied on
stringing the bow so that the layers of horn and sinew
were bent back toward the archer (stretching the sinews
and compressing the horn); this built up extra tension,
which propelled the arrow forward with a considerable
amount of force.

horn
Composite bows ‘ / ‘
were small yet h,

powerful and

ideal for use on

|

1‘ arrow
horseback. i

|

b

\

reverse curve
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Ramparts give
protection to defenders.

Outer bailey (courtyard)

contains a chapel and stables. \

curtain wall

barbican gatehouse

arrowslit

Fortifications and siege warfare ATTACKING A CASTLE

People began putting defensive walls around their

When the Greek ruler Alexander the Great invaded Persia (now Iran)
homes and settlements tens of thousands of years ago—

fattificatiaric v bein fidnd st che i e Midedls Bt and India between 336 and 323 BC., his engineer Diades invented a
that date back to around 8000 BC. Until 900 BC. attacking

armies lacked a reliable way of assaulting stone forts and

machine called the crow. This was a long, heavy bar suspended from
a vertical frame that was used to knock down the upper parapets of a
wall. Diades also invented another siege weapon called the telenon. It

surrounded them instead, forcing the occupants to come

- : : was a box large enou | en that was slung from
out fighting or surrender from starvation. Around that time, ge enalighiioiiaia NtwrssRrm giro

howeyver, the; Assyfans (from presenit-day o) develaped a boom suspended from a vertical frame. The basket could be raised

) ) : or lowered and was used to pla [diers directly onto the enemy 's
techniques to attack forts. They relied on machines such as i y y

) J ) walls.
the battering ram. Built on a six-wheeled wooden frame and

covered by protective plates of leather, the Assyrian battering
ram had a turret for observation and defensive fire.

The Assyrians were also prepared to go over the walls by
Attacking soldiers use a

telenon to get over the
(large shields sometimes mounted on wheels) protected castle ramparts.

using scaling ladders and by constructing ramps. Mantelets

advancing soldiers from archers within the fort.
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