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Medieval European Armies

Introduction

Almost continual warfare raged in Europe during the period 1300–1500: the Hundred Years War between France and England; the Scottish wars and Wars of the Roses in England itself; the struggles for political and religious freedom from feudal overlords in Switzerland, Bohemia and Flanders; to stem the advance of the Turks in Hungary; between the city states, republics and papal territories of Italy; civil wars and the fight against the Moors in Spain; and the invasions of Italy by the French at the end of the 15th century. These wars were the furnaces in which many of the modern European nations were forged. Parallel with this emergence of the nations came the development of national armies to protect the newly-won borders and independence, yet throughout this period the old feudal method of raising an army persisted.


Raising a Feudal Army

Under the feudal system all land within a kingdom was owned by the king. He retained large estates to provide himself with personal followers and royal revenues, but the greater part of the kingdom was let in large lordships to his principal nobles on condition they maintained a certain number of men for the defence of the kingdom. These chief tenants of the Crown retained a portion of their land and sub-let the remainder in estates on condition that each noble or knight who held an estate supplied a proportion of the armed force required of the chief tenant by the king. A few of the chief tenants, particularly churchmen and German barons, preferred to maintain personal control over all their lands, supplying their quota of knights by hiring them, these men being known as household knights. Each sub-tenant let the farms on his manor to copyholders on condition they provided themselves with the appropriate arms and mustered under his banner when called upon for military service. Therefore, each manor supplied a troop of soldiers, known as a retinue: the small farmers and the knight’s personal retainers fighting on foot, clad in leather jerkins and armed with spear or bow, with perhaps two or three of his more important copyholders in padded and quilted body-armour and steel helmets; his younger brothers or sons as men-at-arms and squires on horseback with lance, sword and shield and in armour almost complete as his own; and the knight himself, fully armoured, armed with lance, sword and shield, and mounted on a heavy charger. (In the mid-fourteenth century the retinue of Richard Lord Talbot was 14 knights, 60 squires and 82 archers; that of John de Vere, Earl of Oxford, 23 knights, 44 squires and 63 archers.) Such retinues combined to make up the force which the chief tenant was bound to furnish the king, and the forces of all the chief tenants made up the army of the kingdom.
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A knight of the first half of the fourteenth century wearing some form of padded garment, possibly leather, over his hauberk and his mail hose reinforced by poleyns
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Spearman with round shield and kettle hat and wearing scale armour, which was lighter and more flexible than mail and remained in service amongst infantrymen until c. 1325. Man-at-arms c. 1300 wearing hauberk (artists used a number of such methods to represent mail), mail hose and iron poleyns to protect his knees. Slinger of the early fourteenth century, completely unarmoured and carrying a staff sling for large missiles. The ordinary sling had a range of about 275 yards.
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Longbowman in hauberk, hardened leather breastplate reinforced by four iron discs, and simple cervelliere helmet of the early fourteenth century. Note he is holding an arrow headed with a phial of quicklime. Extreme range was 300 yards, effective range about 200 yards. Crossbowman wearing helmet with nasal bar, also early fourteenth century, and carrying a short sword or possibly long dagger. Ranges were about the same as the longbow but the crossbow was much slower to load and lacked the penetrative power of the longbow

Sub-tenants holding less than a knight’s manor were known as sergeants, i.e. mounted soldiers below the rank of knight. Sergeancy did not exist in England but on the Continent these men were required to provide a number of infantry in return for their land, or lead the local forces, or carry the lord’s banner, their obligation depending on the size of their estate. They were equipped in the same manner as a knight but usually wore less armour and rode a lighter, unarmoured horse. These sergeants should not be confused with sergeants-at-arms, who were members of a royal bodyguard, originally formed by Philip Augustus of France but soon copied by other European monarchs. Sergeants-at-arms were used to carry orders, or to see that orders were carried out, and, together with the household knights of the king, formed an élite body of fighting men round the king’s person. Until the emergence of standing armies they provided the nucleus for all armies raised by the king.

The kings of most countries also had the right to call out en masse all able-bodied men to serve as foot soldiers in emergencies. In England this was called the Posse Comitatus, the force of the county or shire, under the command of the sheriff. In the Holy Roman Empire the force was known as the Heerban; in France as the Arrière-ban. The men were usually required to arm themselves in accordance with their wealth, either as light infantry with bow or spear, or as medium infantry with a mail haubergeon or padded jacket, a steel helmet, and a spear and shield.

The length of service in the field owed by these forces varied slightly from country to country but on average was limited to forty days. Service could be extended by paying the troops, although many were reluctant to stay away from their lands for long periods and this made it exceedingly difficult to keep an army in the field for any length of time. The peasant levy was under no obligation to serve outside their own country and frequently up to two-thirds of the knights ignored the call to arms, preferring to pay fines or scutage tax, which allowed kings to hire a smaller number of professional soldiers in their place.

England, France, Sicily and southern Italy, the Scandinavian countries and the various duchies and counties of the Holy Roman Empire all followed this feudal system but because feudalism was based on a rural society it did not develop along the same lines in northern Italy and in Flanders, where the wealth and influence of the cities was often far greater than that of the lords. In fact many nobles abandoned their estates to take up trade in the rich cities, thus giving those cities control of the surrounding countryside. Florence, Venice and Genoa were such cities in Italy; Ypres, Ghent and Bruges in Flanders. These cities, and many other great cities in Europe, raised a third type of fighting man—the city militia. Unlike the feudal levy, the city militia was a regular force, for its duties included policing the city, garrisoning the city’s castles, which protected the trade routes and ports, and guarding the borders of the state or republic. There may have been some form of conscription, or the militia may have been on a purely voluntary basis, but either way the men were better equipped and trained than the peasant levies and appear to have been rated the equal of professional mercenary infantry.
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Light infantryman of the peasant levy armed only with a buckler and oncin, or pick; and a knight clad in mail hauberk, coif and hose, long surcoat and armed with the simple lance of the early fourteenth century. A great helm, or heaume, was worn over the coif for battle
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Robert Rouse, Baron of Watre in Yorkshire, c. 1300. His mail is covered by a surcoat and reinforced by poleyns. The huge axe is the Eastern European bardische. It is unlikely to have been used by men-at-arms until c. 1450, though it was used by some infantry in the fourteenth century

In Spain both the Spaniards and the Moors fought a war of lightning raids with plunder as their main objective and the Spanish knights therefore tended to wear lighter equipment than in the rest of Europe and to ride Arab horses. Cavalry below the rank of knight was armed only with a lance, javelins or darts, and a knife. The infantry consisted of spearmen, slingers and archers. This guerilla warfare drove the population from the land and in many ways Spain came to resemble northern Italy, with a number of more or less independent cities, but—unlike Italy—remaining under royal sovereignty. Because of this, feudalism was never as strong in Spain as in England, France and Germany, although the number of knights available was considerably increased by the numerous Spanish and Portuguese military orders.

During the fourteenth and much of the fifteenth centuries Castile and Aragon were torn by civil wars and the cities raised militia forces for their own protection. These were known as the Hermandades in Castile, Comunidades in Aragon. This created a situation in which four different forces could be raised: those of the king, the barons, the military orders and the cities. The forces fought each other in various combinations.


The Mercenaries

In theory the feudal system enabled a king to call on large bodies of infantry and cavalry, but in practice neither force could be relied on. Apart from the failure to answer the call to arms and the difficulty of maintaining them in the field for more than forty days, those who did answer the summons often quarrelled amongst themselves, making it impossible to control the army as a unified body. The peasant levy was poorly equipped, untrained and, in an age when nationalism was still unknown, usually had no enthusiasm for war. As early as the end of the eleventh century military leaders recognised that no efficient army could be raised entirely by the feudal system and began to employ bands of mercenaries who were more efficient, better equipped and more willing to fight than the levies. These troops were mainly Brabançon spearmen and Gascon crossbowmen, equipped with mail hauberks, helmets and shields. By the middle of the twelfth century the infantry of most armies was stiffened by a substantial body of these mercenaries and by the end of the thirteenth century the payment of soldiers, whether they were mercenaries or levies, had become standard practice in order to maintain an army in the field for prolonged campaigns.

By the end of the thirteenth century the city states of northern Italy had exhausted themselves fighting each other for supremacy and relinquished their independence to local signori such as the Estes of Ferrara, Visconti of Milan and Medici of
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