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The editor asked me to write a piece on Compound bows for the Mayflower Newsletter. But when 
I started, I saw that I needed to refer back to Recurve bows and Recurve bows needed reference 
back to earlier forms. Therefore, it seemed sensible to start back as near to the beginning as I 
could, particularly for the benefit of the newcomers to the sport. A complete review would take up 
too much time and space, so I have decided a series of articles might be the best way to go. 
Therefore, with the permission of the Editor, I am starting the article on Compound bows and 
Modern Archery with, the Longbow. Mitch   

 
MODERN ARCHERY 

 
To those who have managed to catch a glimpse of modern archers in action, the range of bows 
used may seem very confusing. In fact there are only four main types in use, the Recurve, the 
Compound, the Longbow and Cross Bows.  There are sub-divisions within these broad 
categories, but for now I will stick to these groups and begin with the oldest of these, the 
Longbow. 

 
Longbows, These can be traced back to Stone Age cave paintings, some 10,000 - 20,000 years, 
but actual remains have not been dated to more than 10,000 years.  The Longbow used today 
however is a development of the medieval War bow, 700 – 800 years old.  This is the bow used 
so successfully at Crecy, Poitiers, and Agincourt during the 100 years wars. Perhaps most 
famously of all, the Longbow is also associated with the exploits of Robin Hood and more latterly, 
Legolas in the Lord of the Rings. 

 
How it got its name is something of a mystery, as in many manuscripts of the time there is only a 
differentiation between hand bows and crossbows.  Illustrations of this period and later ones, 
show both long and short bows being used together. The earliest known reference is of a lady 
writing to her husband in the 15th century, during the “War of the Roses”.  In this letter she asks 
for a supply of crossbows to defend the home, “as the houses are too low for shooting out with 
Long bows”. 
 
Edward III was the English king who devised military tactics to use the War bow as a major 
weapon of war. His grandfather Edward I, known as the “Hammer of the Scots” had found that 
the Welsh used the bow very effectively when they resisted his attempts to take control of the 
province, so this may be the reason the weapon is sometimes referred to as the “Welsh 
Longbow”. However, Edward III found it very economical to take large numbers of archers with 
him when he crossed the Channel to claim the French crown for himself. To have taken large 
numbers of Knights and their men-at arms would have been too much for the English coffers, 
archers would only cost him 6 (old) pennies per day. He therefore developed the tactic of the 
“Arrow storm”, using his archers as heavy artillery at the opening of a battle ( incidentally, the 
term “artillery”, is reputed to be derived from the French word for archery, “tir a l’arc”). With a rate 
of fire of around 10 arrows per minute from each of around 5000 archers, at a range of up to 300 
yards, it was easy to seriously disrupt an approaching army. The archers themselves were drawn 
from the ranks of the yeomanry and Edward brought in laws banning the playing of football and 
other games so as to promote the practice of archery. 
 
As a weapon of war, these bows would have been much thicker in section and heavier in draw 
weight than the recreational bows generally used today.  This is because, in battle, they would 
have had to deliver a much longer and heavier arrow, complete with its armour-piercing bodkin 
point (see illustration below for a selection of medieval arrows) to be an effective weapon. 
 
Henry VIII was also a skilled archer and passed laws to promote the use of bows, which he was 
keen to use in warfare, although by this time guns and gunpowder were widely available. It is due 
to the raising of his naval flagship, the Mary Rose and its cache of bow staves, from the Solent, 
that we have learnt so much about the War bow/Longbow. 
 
From this time onwards however, the use of bows declined, although the rapid rate of fire and 
long range kept them in use at least until the English Civil War.  There was a revival of interest in 
archery as a sport towards the end of the 18th century, initially amongst the rich, but later on 
amongst the gentry and rising middle classes. For example the Prince Regent, later George IV, 
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was keen on the sport and instigated many of the rules and features we use today, such as the 
“Gold” in the centre of the target face and the 5-zone scoring system. 

 
It was during this period that the longbow took the form that we know today (see illustration 
below) and has become stylized by such organizations as GNAS and the BLBS (Grand National 
Archery Association and the British Long Bow Society).  The modern sporting longbow has 
therefore to be made from natural woods, of “D” section and with no narrowing above the hand 
position, to allow for an arrow rest.  It must also be shot using wooden arrows with feather 
fletchings 
 
The most favoured material for bows is Yew, as the heartwood is hard and strong when used in 
compression as the “belly” of the bow and the softer and more flexible sapwood is good in tension 
and so is ideal for the “back” of the bow.  Even in the time of Edward and Henry, English yew was 
not the first choice material, so yew staves were brought in as ballast in ships trading in the 
Mediterranean. Good straight, close-grained samples of yew are still not easy to find, so 
laminates of other woods, such as Hickory, Ash. Lemonwood, Osage, Purpleheart and 
Greenheart, are commonly used to provide the desired properties.  In the hands of a skilled 
bowyer, bows of superior qualities to the yew bow can now be produced.  This has given rise to a 
revival in interest in shooting the longbow, particularly for clout shooting and in field archery, 
where instinctive methods of shooting can produce rewarding results. 
 

    
 
If anyone wants to find out more about Longbows, the following books should make a good start: 
 
The Grey Goose Wing, by E.G. Heath (This is out of print, so try your local Library, personal 
copies are much sought after and rather valuable) 
 
Longbow, by Robert Hardy 
 
The Archer’s Craft, by A.E. Hodgkin 
 
The Heritage of the Longbow, by Pip Bickerstaffe 
 
 
 Mitch Vaughan January 2005 
             

This is a photograph of my own 
longbow, 74ins long, 40lbs draw 
weight @ 28ins. It was made for me 
by George Thorley of Hull. It is of 
laminated construction, hickory with a 
lemonwood backing and its design is 
based on the “Buchanan” bows of the 
19th century. 
The arrows are reproductions of 
medieval war arrows, 34ins long, 
3/8ins diameter, with 8ins long goose 
feather fletchings. The arrowheads 
are modern reproductions based on 
those shown in the London Museum 


