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VII. Axes.

"On both sides helmets and breastplates were split in

pieces by blows from the battleaxe". (Ammianus Marcellinus
XXXI, 13, 3).

Introduction.

Of all the main types of weapon used in the Ancient
period the axe is perhaps the one least associated with the
Roman army. Only a handful of literary references exist,
many of them of doubtful wvalue and there are a few
representations of axes on Roman monuments. Most of the
latter in fact show captured weapons. The archaeological
evidence is scanty and difficult to interprete. Axes could
be (and frequently were) used as tools and with axes of the
Roman period it is not easy to decide where the dividing
line lay (if one existed at all) between those axes which
were weapons and those which were tools. Some light may be
shed on these problems by examining other peoples noted for

their use of battleaxes, most especially the Franks and the

Vikings.

The Franks were famed for their wuse of a small
throwing axe called the Francisca. This perhaps derived its
name from the people who used it. This weapon 1s described
by Procopius 1in his account of the Frankish 1invasion of
Italy in 540AD (Gothic Wars VI, 25, 3-4):- "Each man
carries a sword and shield and one axe. Now the 1iron head
of this weapon was thick and exceedingly sharp on both
sides while the wooden handle was very short. And they are
accustomed always to throw these axes at one signal in the
first charge and thus shatter the shields of the enemy and
kill the man." In Britain a francisca was found at
Wroxeter, dated to the 1late b5th or early 6th century
(Selkirk 1971 p49;Wilson 1971 p261). This can be taken as
evidence for the presence of Germanic (perhaps even

Frankish) troops in Roman service, but this 1is far from

being certain.

The Roman army of the 4th and 5th centuries included



increasingly large numbers of '"barbarian" troops. For
example the army of the emperor Majorian in 458AD is said
to have numbered in its ranks Suebians, Huns, Getans,
Dacians, Alans, Rugians, Burgundians, Visigoths, Ostrogoths
and Sarmatians (Sidonius Apollinaris, Panegyric to the
emperor Majorian L475-9). The most 1likely way that the
Romans came 1nto contact with the battleaxe was through
Germanic tribes, initially as enemies and later as
contingents in their own army. The Franks are known to have
fought for the Romans on occasion, as for example at the
battle of Chalons in 451AD. It is not unlikely that the use
of the axe may have spread to some other tribes as well.
Unfortunately there is no direct proof that any of the axes
found on Roman sites in Britain belonged to Germanic

troops.

The axe is often seen as the principal weapon of the
Vikings but in fact it was at first only used by them as a
tool (J. Simpson 1967 pl25). Three types of Viking axe have
been i1dentified. Firstly there was the hand-axe. This was
simply a tool adapted for warfare, since it had a hammer
head opposite the blade. One must allow the possibility
that Roman battleaxes evolved from civilian axes as well.
The "bearded"” axe was distinguished by the square-cut
projection on the lower side of the blade, whilst the
"broad axe" (Hewitt 1855 plate VII no. s 3, 7) had an
extremely wide, flaring blade-up to 12" (c30cm) across and
was used two-handed. Axes of the Roman period are generally
much smaller and were probably used one-handed. However

double-headed axes are known from a late Roman pictorial

source and these may have been used two-handed.

The intended method of use of an axe determined the
size of its blade and the manner of hafting. Whilst
"cutting" axes had broad blades and were ﬁsually tanged,
"piercing" axes had narrower Dblades and were socketed
(Cohen 1975 pl7-18). To 1look at it another way, the
construction of a throwing axe probably did not need to be
robust, since it would probably only be used once in a

battle, whereas an axe which was intended for use in hand-
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to-hand combat to chop through shields or armour would have
to be securely hafted. We do not have any specific evidence
as to how Roman axes were used, but as all the excavated

specimens seem to be socketed it can be argued that they

were intended primarily for close combat.

Literary Evidence.

There is only a very small amount of evidence for the
use of axes as weapons by the Roman army and much of this
1s ambivalent. Axes were used as tools for digging, cutting
down trees, etc. as can be seen on Trajan's column (scenes
LVI, XCII, CXVII). *1 Doubtless such implements could be
used 1n an emergency as weapons but this was not their
primary function. This factor must account for the earlier

literary references to axes being used by Roman troops.

Axes were employed by the soldiers of Mark Antony at
Actium in 30BC (Cassius Dio L, 33) in a desperate attempt
to prevent their ships being boarded. Legionaries used axes
("securibus" ) at the battle of Bedriacum between the forces
of Otho and Vitellius (Tacitus, Histories II, 42) and at
the battle of Cremona (Tac. Hist. III, 29). Chronologically
speaking the next mention of axes occurs 1in Arrian's
"Tactica", written in the reign of Hadrian (Pelham 1911
p232) , although others have interpreted the passage as
referring to maces (Couissin 1926 p387-8). There is some
sculptural and archaeological evidence for maces, none of

*x2

it from Britain. According to the SHA (vita Caracalla 1V,

l;,Geta VI, 3) Papinian the Praetorian Prefect was killed
with an axe ("securi") in the presence of Caracalla. The
emperor merely remarked that they should have used a sword
instead! The story is repeated in an epitome of Cassius Dio
(LXXVIII, 4, 1). Like much else in the SHA this may be a
piece of fiction, but the reported remark of Caracalla is
interesting if nothing else. Perhaps it irﬁplies that the

axe was not a proper weapon for use by a Roman soldier.

The most positive evidence we have belongs to the 4th
century AD. Ammianus Marcellinus (XIX, 6, 7) recounts that

at the siege of Amida in 359AD a legion of Gauls, formerly
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a part of the army of Magnentius led a sally against the
Persian camp. These troops were armed with  axes
("securibus") and swords. The "Gauls" were surely recruited
from the frontier area and may well have been 1largely
Germans, hence it is not surprising to find them using
axes. In a later passage (XXXI, 13, 3) Ammianus says that

both Goths and Romans were using axes at the battle of

Adrianople.

Pictorial Evidence.

The main source  of information here are two
illustrations in the Notitia Dignitatum (OR XI, 2;0C IX, 2)
referring to the Magistri Officiorum. Amongst the weapons
shown are axes, some with single blades, others double-
headed. If these pictures are faithful to the originals
then they are the best proof that we possess that Roman
troops used axes. However since the pilctures are copies
made by the Carolingian Franks some caution 1s needed
because of the afore-mentioned Frankish preference for
axes. The Notitia illustrations may have Dbeen U\%LU&“CQ& by

Frankish weaponry.

From Britain there is one auxiliary tombstone which
probably shows an axe. This 1is the well-known archer
tombstone from Housesteads (Webster 1985 plate XVI) which
may be of 2nd century date. The stone is quite worn so the
detail is hard to make out, but the weapon 1s obviously
fairly short, with a small head. One edge of the blade
appears to be curved, whilst the other is straight and the
end 1s curved...*3 The axe, together with the dagger or short
sword also shown was presumably issued in case the archer
got into close combat - something a unit of this type would

try to avoid if at all possible.

A mounted figure in a belted tunic, cléak and a round,
flat-topped hat appears on a 4th century relief from
 Gamzigrad in Yugoslavia (Bishop and Coulston 1989 £igb4.
2). The man carries a single-bladed axe. The head-gear of
this figure (an officer?) can be paralelled by the porphyry
statue of the Tetrarchs (Beckwith 1963 plates 3-4).
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Axes (both double and single-bladed) appear amongst
trophies on the base of the column of Arcadius in
Constantinople - which was erected between 395 and 408AD
(Freshfield 1922 plate XVII). An early imperial column now
in Perigueux (Robinson 1975 pl36) shows a double-headed axe
and a pickaxe, again probably captured weapons. Finally a
victory panel from the lost Arch of Diocletian in Rome
shows an axe amongst the spoils of war (Brilliant 1974 fig
VI. 51). It has a slim, basically rectangular blade with a
straight end and may be compared with another single-bladed
axe shown in the Notitia (OR. XI, 2). The arch dated to
about 305AD. It is alleged (Couissin 1926 p494) that on the
Arch of Constantine, troops of asiatic appearance are shown
carrying axes. I have been unable to trace any such

representations.

The Archaeological Evidence from Britain.

This 1is rather 1limited and extremely difficult to
interpret . Several Roman sites in Britain, both military
and civilian have produced finds of axes, but in no case
can one definitely say that they are weapons as opposed to

tools for digging, woodworking or other such tasks. Some

examples are given below.

Brancaster.
A palr of axeheads were found in the Saxon Shore fort

during the excavations of 1974-7 (Hinchliffe and Sparey-
Green 1985 p215-7, fig 93 no.s 79-80). In form they are

like the axes from Burnswark and the excavators noted their

similarity to woodworking axes. One axe was 10.5cm long by

2.5cm across at the butt, the other measured 15 x 3.5cn.
The shaft holes were circular or sub-rectangular. The
excavators felt that the axes could only have been used 1in
hand-to-hand combat, but did not state any reason for this.

Date:Unstratified, but probably not earlier than the 3rd

century AD.

Burnswark.
Two axeheads were found in the early excavations at

the site (Christison et al 1898-9 p249, figs 6-7). These
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were single-bladed, the edges of the blade being curved,
the 1lower edge rather more so, giving a "drooping"
appearance. Blade Lengths:cl8cm. Blade Widths at cutting
edge:c7.6/10.7cm. Shaft hole diameters:3.8/c3.2cm.

Date:Antonine or later?

Camelon.

Two axeheads have been found here (Christison et al
1900-1901 figs 44-5). One of these was probably the remains
of a pickaxe. It had a straight-edged blade at one end,
tapering gradually in width and the remains of a tine at
the other end. The second axe (Ibid fig45) had a circular
shafthole and a blade with concave edges and a curved end.

Date:Context unknown therefore Flavian or Antonine.

Greta Bridge.
An iron axehead was found by some workmen during the
excavations of 1974 (unpublished). This 1is single-bladed,

with curved edges and a rounded end. Date:Z2nd/early 3rd

century.

Richborough.

About a dozen axeheads of wvarious forms have been
found at this site, most of them unfortunately
unstratified. These are dealt with here 1in order of
discovery. The first excavations produced one axehead
(Bushe-Fox 1926 plate XVI no. 35). The blade has a very
marked downward curve on both edges, especilly the lower
one and the end is straight. Four axes are illustrated in
the next report (Bushe-Fox 1928 p51-2, plate XXIV no.s 70-
73). The first of these is a simple hatchet, the head being
an extension of the socket. This type is said to be unusual
on Roman sites. No. 73 features a hammerhead at the end
opposite the blade and must have been a tqol, perhaps for
woodworking., Neos, 71-2 were more or 1less i’dentical except
one had a square shafthole, whilst the other had a circular
opening. The blades curve gently downwards and there are
upward pointing projections either side of the shafthole.
Half-a-dozen axes appear in the following report (Bushe-Fox

1949 plate LXI no. s 338-343). Most of these were clearly



tools. Nos. 341 and 342 with their downward curving blades
might have been weapons. They came from topsoil just to the
north of (and inside) the west gate of the fort. Date:None
of the finds are stratified and we cannot tell therefore
whether the axes belong to the 1lst century occupation or to
the time of the Saxon Shore fort - perhaps begun in the
reign of Probus. There is no firm evidence for a Germanic
occupation here, although a burial to the north of the fort
(Bushe-Fox 1949 p80, 155) could be that of a Germanic
raider or of a soldier in a Germanic unit brought in by
Theodosius in about 367AD. There is no practical way of

determining if either of these theories is correct.

South Shields.
Axes are mentioned as having been found 1in the fort
(Hodgson 1903 p25) but no further details are known of

them. The only axe Kknown to me from this site (Allason-

Jones and Miket 1984 p288) is clearly not a weapon.

Continental Parallels,
An obvious parallel are the Germanic weapon burials

found on the continent, dateable to the later Roman period.
Here again it is often impossible to decide whether the
occupant of the grave had been fighting for or against the
Romans. The site of Furfooz in Belgium (Stillwell 1976
p339- 340) is an exception to this rule. There was a Roman
fort here in the 1late 4th and 5th centuries and the

occupants were Germanic troops. Some axes were found 1in
graves in the cemetery and since swords and other kinds of

weapons were found with them, 1t seems reasonable to

interpret these as being battleaxes.

Conclusions.
To sum up, the evidence for Roman battleaxes 1s very

unsatisfactory. In the light of the passages in Ammianus we
cannot dismiss the evidence altogether but little can be
said that is positive. Axes found on Roman military sites
vary greatly in size and shape. Some are clearly tools,
others are not wunlike battleaxes used by the Franks,

Vikings and others but we cannot prove that they were used
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in combat. The sculptural evidence at least shows that the
Romans were familiar with the use of axes as weapons. It is
tempting to see a connection with the francisca, but it
cannot be proved archaeologically that the Romans acquired
their battleaxes from the Franks. Some influence from this
quarter may be suspected, but equally, Roman battleaxes may
in origin have been tools like the dolabra. The paucity of
the evidence available would suggest that whatever its

origin, the battleaxe was never commonly used in the Roman

army.

NOTES
*1 . Josephus (Bell. Jud. III, 5) numbers the axe and
the pick amongst the equipment of the 1legionary. The
pickaxe or dolabra was obviously designed as a tool since

on the head there was a narrow tine at one end.

*2 What might be round-headed maces are shown on a
sarcophagus from Rome and a relief from Arles. Spiked mace
heads have been found in Germany,Greece and Italy and one
1s shown on a wall painting from the villa Albani in Italy
(Couissin 1926 p337-8, figs 144-7).

*3 It has been suggested that this 1implement is a
"bill hook" (Coulston 1985 p236, 280) wused for cutting
arrow shafts. There does not seem to be any evidence for
such a tool in the Roman period. I still feel that this

object must be an axe albeit of a rather odd form.



VIII: Archery Equipment

"I deem [this] the most criminal artifice of man's
genius, inasmuch as to enable death to reach human beings
more quickly we have taught iron how to fly and have given
wings to it." (Pliny. Natural History XXXIV, 39, 138-9).

Introduction.

Proficiency with the bow was not something
traditionally associated with Roman or other Italian troops
and for a long time Roman armies did not contain any
archers at all. When in the later Republic the Romans found
the need on occasions for such troops they had to turn to
other nations who could provide skilled bowmen. This at
first meant the Cretans who had long supplied the Greeks
(like the Romans unfamiliar with +the bow) with their
archers (Caesar De Bell. Gall. II, 7; Xenophon. Anabasis
ITI, 3, 16). When the Roman sphere of influence extended
into the East however, they encountered peoples who used
the composite bow (see pages 11-17) rather than the wooden

"self bow". This much more powerful weapon was destined

eventually to be of great importance in the Roman army,
especilally since many of Rome's future enemies used it -
the Parthians, Sassanid Persians, Sarmatians and the Huns
for instance. Thus eastern troops came to provide the bulk
of the archers in the Roman army, initially in contingents
supplied by client Kings (Josephus. Bell. Jud. III, 68,
168), but latterly as properly constituted auxiliary units,
distinguished by the epithet "sagittariorum” in addition to
their titles. Of 43 known archer units, 26 came from Syria
(Davies 1977 p260). *1 Only one archer unit is attested in
Britain. This was the Cohors 1 Hamiorum from Hemesh 1n
Syria, based at Carvoran (R. I. B.1778) and Bar Hill (R. I.
B.2167, 2172). The distribution of bone bow laths and
arrowheads, both in Britain and on the continent does

suggest that the use of the bow was not confined to units

- of sagittarii.

LLiterary Evidence.

Most Graeco-Roman references to archery are of limited

value and they tell us very 1little about the actual
9




equipment used. Vegetius and Ammianus (see pages 36-37)
describe fire arrows. Pliny the Elder (Nat. Hist. XVI, 65,
160) notes that "the peoples of the East employ reeds in
making war.... and to reeds they add points which deal
wounds with their barbs that cannot be extracted

almost half mankind in the whole world lives subject to the
reed.” Pliny may be referring to the very common triple-
vaned arrowheads which originated in the east and were much
used by the Romans (see page 22). The SHA (wvita Maximini

XXXIII, 2) recounts that the citizens of Aquileia used
women's hair in place of normal bow strings when the town
was besieged by Maximinus Thrax in 238AD. Otherwise we have

no written information on the form of Roman bows.

There are several passages dealing with the training
of troops in archery. In the SHA (vita Avidi: Cassii VI,
3-4) it is stated that in Cassius's army "once a week there
was a drill of all the soldier's in which they shot
arrows....". It would be unwise to take on trust minor
details like this from the SHA especially when relating to
people of whom little or nothing could have been known when
the work was written. Still, Vegetius also states that
archery was practiced by the Roman army:- "A third or
fourth of the youngest and fittest men should also be
exercised at the post with bows and arrows made for that
purpose only. The masters for this branch must be chosen
with care and must apply themselves diligently to teach the
men to hold the bow in a proper position, to bend it with
strength, to keep the left hand steady, to draw the right
with skill, to direct both the attention and the eye to the
object and to take their aim with equal certainty, either
on foot or on horseback. But this is not to be acquired

without great application, not to be retained without daily

exercise and practice." (Ep. rei Mil. I, 15). Vegetius does
not it may be noted state that this training should be
restricted to certain kinds of troops, SO that

theoretically at least, in the 4th century AD all units 1n
the Roman army would have had some trained archers.
Elsewhere (Ep. rei Mil. 1II, 23) Vegetius specifies a

distance of 600 feet for practice shooting at bundles of
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twigs or straw. He clearly attached much importance to
archery since he claims that the ( alleged) abandonment of
body armour by Roman troops in the reign of Gratian led to

many defeats because of casualties inflicted by Gothic
archers (Ep. rei Mil. I, 20).

Ammianus's battle scenes are full of references to
clouds of arrows (XIX, 2, 15; XX, 6, 6) and in one place he
calls archers "a formidable branch of the service." (XVI,
12, 7). The Notitia lists not only many units of archers,

but also three factories involved in the production of

archery equipment (OC. XI, 24, 28, 32). Concordia and
Matisco were "sagittaria", whilst Ticinum was an
" . n X ’

arcuaria’ . 2 To the effectiveness of archery we have the

testimony of Celsus (De Medicina VII, 5, 1-5): "Nothing
penetrates into the body so easily as an arrow, which also
becomes very deeply embedded. This is caused by the fact

that it is propelled with great force and is pointed."

Composite bows:Basic theory.

It will Dbecome apparent from the archaeological and

pictorial evidence that the composite was the main kind of
bow used by the Roman army. It is possible that the older
style of weapon - the "self" bow, which was made entirely
of wood - continued to be used as well, but there 1s no
direct proof of this. The composite bow has been 1n use
since the Neolithic period (Rausing 1967 pl46). The
principle behind it may be defined as follows:- "The bow
dig&rs from all the other early weapons in being able to
store the energy supplied by human muscle, on the release,
this pent up energy is suddenly transferred to the arrow,
which can thus be projected at a much higher velocity than
that at which it can be thrown by hand." (Ibid pl3). Before
looking in detail at the components of such bows, a number
of technical terms need to be understood. The "stave" 1is
the whole of bow, whilst the "limbs" are the wooden arms of
the bow. The "grip" is the central portion where the bow 1s
held. The "tips" are the ends of the limbs. The "ears" are
the ends of a bow thathwwve been stiffened. This is achieved

by the use of "laths" - plates of bone or antler - which
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are sometimes also applied as a reinforcement to the grip.
The "belly" is the side of the stave towards the archer.
This was usually covered with horn. The "back" on the other
hand, was the side of the stave away from the archer. This
was generally covered with sinew. The "nock" was the cutout

(usually semi-circular) on each ear lath, through which the
string ran.

We have no contemporary information on the
construction of composite bows, but there are technical
treatises (Chinese and 1Islamic) of the 14th to 19th
centuries (Coulston 1985 p248-259) which provide much
information. One should not assume that Roman practices
were 1identical in every respect, but it is unlikely that
the basic principles have changed very much over the

centuries. Whatever the details, the process of making a

bow of this type was one requiring a great deal of
expertise. A good composite bow might take a year to
produce (Ibid p248). Without descending into all the
minutiae of construction methods, some general points can

be made.

The core of the bow was made of wood. This was
essential since it provided a stable framework onto which
the rest of the elements could be applied. It was however
the least important part of the composite bow. The great
power of this weapon lies in the natural elasticity of the
other two main components, the horn and the sinew. When a
composite 1is drawn, the sinew on the back 1s stretched,
whilst the horn belly contracts. This results 1n more
energy being stored than in a normal bow. When the string
is released, the horn and sinew spring back to their former
shapes, giving the bow shot more impetus (Ibid p245).
Because of this and as less wood is used, a composite bow
of a given power can be much smaller than its wooden
equivalent (Rausing'1967 pl9-20). The various parts of the
bow were held together with glue, usually obtained from
animal tendons (Coulston 1985 p250) and sometimes as with
the Yrzi bow (ibid p255) there were sinew bindings. Since

most of the components were made of perishable materials,
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we have little direct information about Roman bows.

It 1s claimed that the horn from western domestic/wild
animals would have been unsuited for use on composite bows
as 1t was too brittle (ibid p252). If this is true, perhaps
the horn (maybe even whole bows) was imported into Britain
from areas better acquainted with composite archery.
However, given the example of the poor quality laths being
made at Caerleon (see page 18), we might well ask if the
Romans might not have compromised with other materials
also, in the interests of quick mass production. In this
sense the Chinese and Islamic manuals may be misleading,
for they were written by craftsmen who produced only a few
bows at a time for wealthy customers. The Romans were
equlipping very large numbers of troops with bows so their

manufacturing methods may not have been so painstaking.

In normal circumstances the only parts of the bow
likely to survive the passage of centuries are the laths.
These were of bone or antler, applied in pairs on the ears
and sometimes on the grip as well (Rausing 1967 p65;
Coulston 1985 p251). Bone or antler are very hard to

distinguish except by their cellular structure (Coulston

1985 p229). Bone was easier to obtain, but "antler is a |
significantly tougher material than bone, with a markedly
better capacity to absorb shocks and sudden 1impact loads”
(A. Macgregor 1985 p29). A disadvantage 1s that antler has
to be softened by socaking before use (ibid p63). In shape,
ear laths may be described as "sword-like" (Nash-Williams
1932 p50). One end is usually rounded and the other, when
it survives, comes to a point. In the edge towards the
archer a nock is cut. The outer surface of the laths 1is
convex and highly polished. The pairs were glued together
and the flat undersides were scored with a sharp implement

to give the glue a better grip. These score markKs are

clearly visible on excavated laths.

The laths in this country have been stripped clean by
the soil conditions, but a pair from Belmesa 1n Egypt
(Coulston 1985 p234) gives us an idea of how they would

have looked originally. The laths are 15.5cm long and 2.2cm
13




wide. The rear edges were covered with sinew, of which only
a few traces remain. Above the nock there was a sinew
binding, covered in leather. Dark brown horn was glued on
as a backing. The purpose of ear laths was to stiffen the
ends of the bow and to act like levers, drawing back the
limbs (Ibid p247). They may also have served to protect the

more vulnerable parts of the weapon. (For grip laths see
page 18).

One critical factor was the vulnerability of composite
bows to the elements, particularly moisture and changes in
temperature. These would affect the elasticity of the sinew
and therefore the performance of the weapon (ibid p253).
Varnishing and painting could combat this and may have been
used 1n the Roman period (ibid p255).Rew Cases would have
been used to provide further protection. Given the cool,
damp conditions prevalent in Britain, the preservation of a
large number of bows in good working order must have
presented something of a challenge. Potentially the
composite bow was a weapon of great power and accuracy, but

. . . . . %3
1t required much skill to produce, use and maintain.

Composite Bows:Methods of firing.

There were essentially two ways of firing a composite
bow. These two methods are referred to as the Mediterranean
Release and the Mongolian Release (Coulston 1985 p275-8).
In the first of these methods the bowstring was drawn back
with two or more fingers and the hand was held vertically.
The arrow was placed on the left side of the stave and on
firing it would tend to fly slightly to the left. The left

forearm was covered with a leather bracer to protect 1t

from chafing by the string.

With the Mongolian Release the arrow was held onto the
string between the index finger and the thumb, with the
hand horizontal or pointing downwards. The arrow was placed
on the right side of the stave and would travel a little to
the right when fired. The string was drawn back by a bone
thumb ring, which had a flange on the inside. This method

of archery was used by eastern nomads such as the Huns and
14




may have been adopted by the Romans in the 4th century.
There is little evidence for this however. Even the bone
ring from Dura-Europos (see page 16) may not be Roman

(Coulston 1985 p278). It is likely that most Roman troops
used the Mediterranean Release.

Composite Bows:Range.

Contemporary sources offer very little information on
this all important point, so we have to turn to later
archery manuals and modern experiments to arrive at a
reasonable estimate. As with slings and artillery weapons,
we have to distinguish between effective and maximum
possible range. Battlefield conditions - rain, wind, sun
dazzle etc would all tend to reduce the range and efficacy

of bows. It should also be noted that foot bows were larger

and therefore more powerful than horse bows.

Vegetius (Ep. rei Mil. II, 23) recommended practice at
a range of 600 feet (182 metres). This is clearly nowhere
near maximum range, but might represent a starting distance
for recruits. Collingwood and Richmond (1969 p306) give the
range of modern bows as being 250 yards (229 metres), with
an effective range of c¢l150 yards (137 metres). Rausing
regards 280-290 yards as a "reasonable range at which to
open fire" (Rausing 1967 p3l). Distances of over 850 yards

claimed for Turkish bows (Coulston 1985 p291) are not

really relevant since they were not achieved in combat and

light weight "flight" arrows were used.

The Archaeological Evidence for Bows.

There is sadly very little physical evidence for Roman
bows, apart from the numerous bone and antler laths listed
later (see pages 17-20). The laths at least serve to show
that the Romans were using bows with a composite
construction, for it would be useless to apply laths to a
wooden bow. The find most relevant to the present study is
a nearly complete bow from Yrzi on the Euphrates (Rausing
1967 p68; Coulston 1985 p239 fig 2). This can only be
broadly dated to the period 1lst century BC to 3rd century
AD and might be Parthian or Sassanid Persian rather than

Roman. It does at least i1llustrate how these weapons were
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made during the Roman period.

The wooden grip and one limb of the Yrzi bow have
survived. These were made of oak, elm and another
unidentified species. Parts of the horn belly and the sinew
backing were present. The horn laths were just like those
found in Roman contexts, with rounded ends, U-shaped nocks
and scoring on the back. One pair was 22.5cm long and the
other 19cm. Clearly one 1limb (probably the upper) was

longer. This was a feature of Scythian, Sassanid Persian

and Japanese bows (Coulston 1985 p247).

Thumb Rings.

Half of an ivory thumb ring was found in the tower of
the Palmyrene gods at Dura-Europos (Rostovtzeff 1931 p73,
plate IX; Coulston 1985 p275). This was decorated with
incised circles. If Roman it would date to c250AD. A bone
ring from Chesters (Clayton Collection no.473) lacks the

characteristic flange and may just be a piece of jewellry.
Composite Bows:The Pictorial Evidence.

Sculptural and other depictions of bows from the Roman
period have to be treated with a great deal of caution, for
they are generally not attuned to the finer points of bow
construction. The sources of information include Trajan's
column, the column of Marcus Aurelius, the arch of Severus,
the column of Arcadius, several auxiliary tombstones and a

number of mosaics from Syria (Rausing 1967 pl00-1; Coulston

1985 p234-8).

Most Roman bows are shown as being recurved, with a
set back handle and prominent ears. This shape cannot
indicate anything other than a composite weapon. Sometimes
bows with an unbroken curve are shown (Trajan's column
scenes LXX, CVIII). Depictions of bows are frequently
innacurate. For instance bows are shown with ears curiing
forwards (the column of Marcus, scenes XXXIX, LXXVIII), for
which there 1is no archaeological evidence. From Britain

+there is a single depiction of a Roman archer. This i1s a
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tombstone from Housesteads which is now in the Museum of
Antiquities in Newcastle (Coulston 1985 p236; Webster 1985
pl. XVI). The figure on the stone is perhaps a member of
Cohors I Hamiorum (known from Carvoran and Bar Hill ),
although this unit is not Kkn<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>