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WARFARE ON LAND AND AT SEA

TECHNIQUES OF LAND WARFARE

Weapons

Bows – used mainly in preliminary stages (lower-class weapons? used by hostage at Maldon – was he not allowed other weapons? only one small archer on English side in Bayeux Tapestry).   Few archaeological survivals

Javelins, angons – thrown (probably what wounded Byrhtnoth and was thrown back)

Spears – thrown, thrusted, used as pole-axes.  Ash wood.   “Wings” to aid withdrawal.   Ferrules    Symbol of free man.                           QUOTE Beowulf p. 61

Swords – broad, double-edged, pattern-welded or laminated: hilts often decorated – lower guard, grip, upper guard (pommel at top).   Aristocratic gifts often willed back to lords (symbol of rank).   Early – straight, for hacking.  Later – tapered, for thrusting and parrying.                                                 QUOTE Beowulf p. 97

Scabbards – often with chapes..

Shields – round (though Bayeux Tapestry shows pointed) – traditionally lime wood, but more usually alder, poplar, willow.   Boards (glued?), rivets, covered with leather.   Shield boss (iron) carinated or tall, pointed, grip at back (leather or metal)

Different uses of small or large shields (individual combat or shield-wall).

                                                                                                        OHP shield-bosses

Helmets – high-status, boar-protected (no mention at Maldon, unlike Bayeux Tapestry, Beowulf)                                                   QUOTE Beowulf p. 83

.Body-armour – mailshirts (byrnies).   Maldon – only mentioned on opponents – were English not protected? Ethelred (1008) – 1 helmet  and 1 byrnie to be produced from every 8 hides.                                                            QUOTE Beowulf p. 61

Scramasax, seax (were these the same?) – single edged long knife or dagger (probably mainly for domestic use, but could be used in hand-to-hand combat)

                                                                                   QUOTE Beowulf p. 136

Throwing-axes (franciscas) – crescent-shaped (Bayeux Tapestry) – ordinary axes not

 used as weapons?

Sling-stones (Wilfrid’s biographer tells of killing of pagan priest by slingstone).

Burial evidence – mainly of sword-cuts.

Warriors

Warbands of individual chiefs and lords who had been given land, kings: as kingdoms coalesced armies grew larger, campaigns fought at longer distances (Bamburgh to Welsh border) BUT king’s own warband could be relied on above others.

From C8 increasing grants of bookland – service with the fyrd included in the “3 duties”.(generally 1 man for every 5 hides)

How far was the fyrd composed of semi-professionals? and how far “conscripts”? (surely the defenders of burhs were not all warriors).

Strategy

Offa – construction of Offa’s Dyke (but how far was this military?): other dykes such as Grimes and Fleam Dykes, Cambs.

Alfred/Edward – burghal system       )

871-924            - mobile field armies ) these supported each other

                          - fleet                         )

Edgar (“the Peaceable”) – scaled down ad hoc levies, burghal defences often filled in,

843-959  no permanent garrisons.

Ethelred ​– no clearly defined strategy (Maldon convinced him of need to buy off 

966-1016  Danes) but also – diplomacy (Normandy threatened, but courted)

                                            - burhs (new – S. Cadbury, Old Sarum: old - defences

                                                strengthened)

                                            - fleet (shipsokes financed shipbuilding)

Battle tactics

i.   horses used only for transport to battlefield.

ii.  exchange of speeches – then stones, spears, arrows from a distance.

iii. shield-wall formed when nearer, spear-throwing, axes thrown from behind.

iv. hand-to-hand combat – sword/shield, battle-axe, spear used as pole-axe. 

Leader shown by battle-standard – vital to be seen to be still fighting (cohesion of shield-wall depended on this – if leader killed warriors had no lord) – hence tradition of fighting on to avenge lord - but weak in practice (Wigstan’s speech in Beowulf, Godric’s flight on Byrhtnoth’s horse at Maldon).   William had to lift helmet to show still alive at Hastings.                                                           QUOTE Beowulf p. 133

Prospects of loot (border of Bayeux Tapestry).

Other options - buy off opponents

                       - retire to a fortress – possibility of siege (but dangers to besiegers)

                       - disband army

                       - ambushes, skirmishes

Contrasts with Continental warfare

i.   often offensive (Vikings, Normans) – English only once attempted to help foreign ally (939 – Athelstan’s failed attempt to aid Louis d’Outremer using fleet).  English entirely defensive, reactive.

ii.  fought on horseback (Bayeux Tapestry).

iii. greater use of bows and arrows.

iv. castles as bases for attack, not just defence.

v.  training – Norman knights trained by noblemen in their fortresses (probably Vikings also – royal fortresses such as Trelleborg).

vi. body armour (Maldon)

WAR AT SEA

Shipsokes

Ethelred (1008) each group of 3 hundreds (300 hides) to produce a ship and crew of 60.    References to scipfyrd
Development and use of fleet

Alfred (“father of English navy”?)- used Frisian techniques of shipbuilding, but great

 improvements in techniques by Northern shipbuilders. 

Athelstan – after Battle of Brunanburh defeated enemy retreated to ships

                                                                           QUOTE A/S Poetry p, 517

Edgar – increased fleet to 100 ships.   Went with fleet to receive submission of British kings “rowing on the Dee”

Ethelred – turned to Thorkell (former raider) who had 45 ships  OHP Danish raids

Cnut – retained 40 ships in England, but returned with remainder to Denmark

         - standing fleet reduced (to as low as 16) but arranged for maintenance of crews

         - later increased to meet threat from Magnus of Norway

Edward -  dispersed standing fleet and abolished heregeld: then relied on ship levies and the naval services of the Cinque Ports..

Navy mainly used for troop transport, blockades, raiding –though Vikings were sometimes engaged at sea (851 Athelstan (king of Kent) “fought in ships”: 885 Alfred captures “pirate” ships at mouth of Stour, but is later defeated).

