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PLEBEIAN WEAPONS IN THE ARMAMENTS
OF THE ENLISTED INFANTRY IN THE YEARS 1471-1500

One of the fundamental advantages of the enli-
sted forces system was the possibility of increasing
the number of soldiers by enlisting commoners. This
was mainly the case with the infantry, where noble-
men served only sporadically and were mostly in the
rank of captain. The rest, namely the chiefs off gnoups
often soldiers and warnmors anmed with projectile we-
apons were almost exclusively common people. Ban-
ner review registers make it possible for a researcher
to establish the social and national status of a soldier.
Of course the registers contain mainly information abo-
ut the arms and armour of the soldiers enlisted in the
army. In the enlistment registers are numerous men-
tions of weapons which are usually referred to as plie-
beian. The picture obtained in this way cannot be
complete, as only some of the documents, that is the
ones prepared in the years 4711, 1477,1496-1498
and 1500, have survived up to our times'. The regi-

sters do not contain imformatiomn tautll ttsiianipy-

men who took part in armed conflicts that the Polish
sate was engaged in at that time. Nonetheless, the
number of over seven thousand soldiers, which is
mentioned in the surviving registers, allows us to
express a couple of remarks about the arms and ar-
meur of enlisted forces i the period discussed in the
article. Moreover, 1 strongly believe that the results
obtained in this way will build up a complete picture
ofthe enlisted army of the last three decades of the
fifteenih cantury.

1 would like to begin our discussion on plebeian
weapons by presenting the side-arms of the enlisted
infantrymen. It should be noted that, with one excep-
tion, such weapons are mentioned only in the regi-
sters of 1471, which list 2327 soldiers. The comino-
nest type of weapon used by the soldiers was the
sword (912 swords are mentioned in the registers).
Sabres were a bit less popular (821 specimens). In
1477, among the enlisted soldiers of Piotr Sisilkowski

L Stored iin the Central Archive of Old Acts in Wiarsaw, in
the Crown Treasure Archives, section 85 (further cited as S 85),
vols. 1-4, and in Rachunid; Krélewskite (The Royal Accounis)), vol.
16 (further cited as RA k. [leaf] 16).

there was a Matias Szary armed with ;panezka
(alittle shield) etffamea? . According to dictiona-
ries, the word framea denoted a pike or a spear®,
Sometimes the term meant a sword or a weapom®.
Here, however, the wordffiamesa seems to mean
asabre® and it was most probably a sabre that the
Matias Szary was equipped with. This conclusion
stemsfiromnan examination ofthe registers of 1471,
because the enlisted shielded warriors mentioned
in those documents did not have any pole arms but
side-arms at their disposal. Large, heavy swords
with broad pommels called szarszuny and swords
with narrow pommels used for stabbing known as
koncerze were mentioned much lessfrequently Dag-
gers, suich as tylee and burderze, were referred to
only sporadically. Cutlasses are usually classified
as a kind of weapon on the borderland between
the long and short arm and are normally regarded
as typical plebeian side-arms, Theragistarslisteiight
cutlasses. Four soldiers had at their disposal little
eutlasses, a smaller variant of the cutlass. All ef
therm were guippea with prejectile weapens: The
6utlasses and erossbows were their enly weapens.
The name ehopper is et tsed in the registers (this
sert 6f weapen is alse eonsidered as typically ple-
beian), whieh might be evidenee that in the Middle
Ages the terms "eutlass" and “shepper” denoted
the sare weapen®.

2585, vol. I k. lky;;seeeadisn:HH. S5 rmso noomiicz,,
Rota Piotra Storkawskicago z 1477 r. (Piotr Storkowski ks WUnittaff
1477), Acta Nicolai Copernici, zeszyt Ihumanistyczno-spolecz-
fiy, z. 240, 1992, p. 159, where the faulty quotation panesiar et
fhameea can be found.

3 Stownilk tacinsko-polsiii (The Polish-Latiim [Dicimnany),
ed. K. Kumanieck i, Warsaw no year of publication, p. 218.

4 A. 10 ugan, Stownilk ko$ciellny lacivsi@gatdkki (The
Churcth Latin-Palighh: Dictionairg)), Warsaw 1992, p. 269.

51. S z ymoczzakk, Prodisdaizn i koszty uathrienia
rycersiiagm w Polsce Srednimwitezneg XYW - XV w. (The Pro-
ductiom and Cost of Knigitt Arms and Armaur 13th - 15th Cen-
turies), £.6d2 1989, pp. 72-73.

SYidlemy, Ceduta na sgd bozy z 1511 roku (Schedblbair the
Judigementt of God of 1511), Acta Universitatis Lodziensis, Fo-
lia Historica 44, 1992, pp. 120-122.
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The registers of enlisted soldiers do not sup-
port the supposition that cutlasses were very popu-
lar weapons in late medieval Poland. Besides, other
arms registers, such as guild and municipal ones,
contain no information about cutlasses. Written so-
urces do not contain evidence that they were the
most popular type of side-arm’. Despite their at-
tractive price, the weapons were much less com-
mon than swords and sabres. Contrary to general
expectation, the weapons were not as popular as
the other two types of arms because they seem to
have combined the disadvantages oftthe swoitd and
the sabre. Thus, in contrast to the sword, the cutlass
was a single-blade weapon. The shape of the pom-
mel reduced the accuracy of stabs. Besides, the fast
blows so characteristic of the sabre were out of the
question in the case of cutlasses because the pom-
mel was straight. All this ssamsttobizetteereeasonwityy
enlisted soldiers were not very willing to wse tihiskiindl
of side-arm.

The registers of enlisted warriors generally do
not provide much information about the owners of
cutlasses and little cutlasses, who must have been
plebeian soldiers. Two ofthem, Marcin and Miklasz
from Scibor’s and Janecki’s unit, came from Raci-
b6rz® . Marcin Rynek® and Paulus Grodek™ wiere
probably town men. The names oftwo others, Konik
(a soldier of Mikotaj Brozyna’s) and Oracz (belon-
ging to Wladyka's unif), suggest their peasant oriigin’*
Andrzej Holly™, one of Seithnr's soldiiers, @s well as
Girzyk, serving in Brozyina’s unit”™, and Blaszek, be-
longing to Ocharek’s unit', may have come from
Bohemia. Howevey, it is very difficullito sstabliighine
origin ofa soldier exclusivelly on the basis oftihe form
of his name. Two soldlers, namely a Myasthomsky
(Myasomsgy® belonglag to Grot and Matysz's unlt
and a Michistawsky, a soldier armed with a projecti-
le weapon serving in Lojel’s unit® bore little cutkes-
ses. It may be assumed that they were both Poles.

The last warrior armed with a little cutlass was
Albert Cypurna, a soldier from Marelk’s unit. He is
probably the enlisted private most frequently men-
tioned in the scientific litaraimxe. FHisprapultatity sstenss

"M. G tos ek, Bron biata diuga (Long Side-Ayms)), [in:]
Uzbrojewiiz w Polsce Srediiowmidezoegj 1350-1450) (Arms and Ar-
mour in Medieval/ Poland]), ed. A. Nadolski, £.6dZ 1989, p. 122.
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from Konstanty Gorski's works Historia piechoty
polsidiag/ (The History of the Polisth Infanitry)), con-
taining the register of Marek's unit. According to
Gorski, Cypurna was equipped with pizsettal], pa-
wedda: a buzdikk {a pizschblil, a shielll and a
mace)" . It is thanks to the above-mentioned buz-
dyk that Cypurna is mentioned in every study de-
aling with crushing weapons. The information pro-
ves to be important, as the mention is the only refe-
rence to this type of weapon found in written sour-
ces dealing with this kind of arm in the Middle Ages.
Moreover, the mace is seldom depicted in icono-
graphie sources and the original relics are scarce™.
In Poland the mace became a symbol of the com-
mander. However the question when this weapon
started to perform this fanctim s mert trsan amswe-
red yet. This must have happened in the sixteenth
century at the latest”. But some of the researchers
are ofthe opiinion that the shift might have occurred
as early as in the first half of the fifteenth century. It
should be added that this type of weapon was used
mainly by the cavalry. Thus, ttiermrettitanftaurbiintiee
registers of the enlisted infaniry completely contra-
dicts what we have known about the mace so far.
How can we possibly explain the fact that a mace,
which was a weapon hardly ever used in the Middle
Ages and usually borne by a mounted warrior per-
forming the functiom of acommander, gppeared in
the hands of an ordinary enlisted soldier? The an-
swer Is glaringly obvieus and is to be found in the
original text, which reads, ” Albertus Cypuina pysz-
czel paweska a kordzyk” (Albertus Cypuria a
plzschal a shield and a liitle cutlassy®. Censequen-
tly this is a clear instance of a mistake made by a
researcher reading a source. 1t was committed by
K. Gérski and has eirculated in the scientific ltera-
ture for over a hundred years. Unfortunately, as a
result oftihe above explanation, we lose the only piese
of information abeut this type of arm found In me-
dleval sources. In additien, there is no reason to as-
sufne that the maee was used by infantrymen.

K. G 61 sk i, Historiéa pizetinty polsiiaij (The History of
the Polisth Injamniry)), Cracow 1893, p. 212.

8 Only two maces dated at the period of the Middle Ages
have been found by archaeologists, M. G 1 0 s e k, Adéinnirednio-
wieczna brow obucthowar w zbiovacth polidcty: (Late Medieval
Crusthiing Kdeapons in Polisth Collectinnsy), Warsaw-£6dZ 1996,
op. cit., pp. 58-59.

B A. N o w akcooms &k i, Uzbrajaniée iridghywiitiuaine
(Imdfsiciliade! Aymss and Armaury), [in:] Polsia: technikien wepjsko-
wa do 1500 rokwu (Polisth War Technolbyyy to the Year 115HID),
ed. A. N a d o lLsskkij, Wiaassaw 19984, mp.22133; N1 . G Hoosseeks, BBoein
biafa..,, p. 140.

B RA 116, k. 98.
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Crushing arms were the most easily accessible
kind of weapon. There were hatchets and flails on
almost every farm and consequently flails are the
commonest arms of this type mentioned in the regi-
sters of the enlisted infantry. We dio not kiow, he-
wever, whether they were ordinary flails used for
threshing corn or specially prepared battle flails, Five
of the soldiers were armed with this sort of weapon.
In 1471, in Marek’s unit were two flailmen. One of
them was Kuroploch, who was additionally equip-
ped with a sword, a kettle-hat, a breastplate and
a pauldron (myszka / a meuse). He was probably
of Pelish erigin. The other soldier whe toek part if
the review was Jehannes Srzam, whese arms and
affmeur were almest identical to Kureploch’s equip-
fhent. The enly difference wias tihe ek, 25 oHan-
Res Stzar did net wear a kettle-hat but a sallet™",
The names 6fboth the seldieis appear in the register
of Marek's unit published by K. Gerski**. Howe-
Ve, a eareful reading of the document points to the
eenelusien that there was yet anether seldier armed
with a flail i the unit. Gerski made a mistake. Ae-
eerding te him, the text read, “Jafeggm lepka 6ysta,
plaeh 6iFni, myska eista a myeez*>. Bult the real
sentenee ditfers fromnGerakiis invepratation: * faie-
sth lepica %eyﬁﬁa plaeh eyry myska ezepy (a ﬂaﬂ%
3 MiseZ"*%. The gaﬁf Riltain Was JakuB Kewa
fromikarwats unit™. The intersting Ehlﬁ% is that the
seldier did nst have any ether weapen, Besides the
flail. The llastmention of 2WarHer armed widh A1kall
18 te Be found in the register of Seiber’s unit: This
s6ldier, Rieknamed Oager (Ogier? / Stallisn?), was
equipped Wit the same arms as the flailmen frem

arek’s unit: that is, gﬁ% myska kapahin and, of
£BHFse, £28pY (a Haily.

Unfortunately, the origin of those soldiers re-
mains unknown. No village or town names were
mentioned in the register. Tismmigittsiggesttiwtitizy
came from the country, as the names found in the
documents are mainly the names of cities.

2Ry 16, k. 95.

2R 16, k. 95.

BK. G 6rskii, op. cit., p. 209.

¥ RA 16, k. 95, Themistekes made by K. Grskiimthisneadiing
of the documents have already been discussed by J. Senk ow s ki,
Materiaify archimalhe: do historii organizacijii polsidisi sify zbrejnej
w drugiij pettomice XV wieka przactioswysanee w Arciiiwum Glow-
nym Akt Dawnyeth w Riarszawie (Archive Mateviailifor the History
of the Organizaiiton of the Pollisth Forees in the Secomd! Half of the
15th Century Stoved in the Maiin Avcitiliee of Old Acts in Wlarsaw),
#Studia | Materiaty do Historii Wojskowosci”, vol. 1, 1954.

Bry 16, k. 137.

%R 16, k. 123 v.

Because of their defensive arms flailimen jpar-
ticipated in unit reviews together with shielded war-
riors. The above-mentioned Jakub Kowal, whose
name is mentioned in the register of Karwat’s unit
among the names of the shielded warriors and sol-
diers carrying guidons at the beginning of the list of
watriors armed with projectile weapons, might be
regarded as an exception here. A soldier’s place in
the ranks depended not only on the offensive s
he bore, but also on his defensive arms. All the sol-
diers equipped with flails except Jakilb Kowal wisre
breastplates, arm defences and helmets. Tharks to
this equipment they could go infirondofthe shielded
wartiors and make good use of their flails. Jakub
Kowal, who was not protected by armeur plates,
had to hide behind the shielded warriofs. This is why
the register lists hiim together with the soldiers arimed
with projectile weapons, who had to stand in the
back lines too. The task of the flailwenilacsiides-
fore the close ranks was identical to that of the spe-
armen in the units known from the registers of the
late fiftesidth aamdiny: t orediiftacectiieadds-
fensive strength of their unit, However, ifthe hurfibes
of soldiers armed with flails was oo small, the task
turned eut to be unfeasible. This might have been
the reasen why flailmen were eventually replaced
with spearmen.

It is clear that enlisted soldiers did not hold fla-
ils in high regard. Although they are sporadically
mentioned in the registers, it may be assumed that
they were not useful enough on the battlefield, exyps-
cially because ofthe presence of soldiers armed with
projectile weapons in the Polish infantry. Aflaiivaan
was not shielded and therefore could not participate
in shielding the ranks of soldiers armed with projec-
tile weapons. He did not have any firearms and co-
uld not reinforce the flirepower of his unit. Besides,
fimilinesn were too scarce to reinforce its defensive
strength.

Relatively numerous specimens found by ar-
chaeologists lead to the conclusion that the com-
monest type of plebeian weapon was probably
the hatchet. The popularity of hatchets as offen-
sive arms is not, however, reflected in the regi-
sters of enlisted forces. The only instance of the
use of this weapon found in the registers is gy-
ekivar vyelia: belonging to Jan Scham from Sci-
bor and Janecki’s unit*’. According to the sour-
ce, the hatchet was the only weapon bore by this
infantryman. It might have been because of this
untypical equipment that he was listed almost at
the end of the unit (he is followed only by three

T RA 16, k. 124,
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guidons, an unarmed soldier and a cross-bow-
man). One does not know today what this great hat-
chet looked like. If we assume that in the Middle
Ages there existed both hatchets and battle axes,
the great hatchet, according to M. Glosek’s typole-
gy, should belong to type IX and subtype IXa” . Jan
Scham’s syekira (hatchet) might have belenged to
either of these types. This seefns very probable as
both the types of hatehet are ameng the commenest
specimens on Polish tefi

Another kind of plebeian arm is the bow. The
registers of enlisted soldiers seem to confirm the fact
that the Polish army belonged to the western Euiro-
pean military zone. The enlisted infantry of the Po-
lish Kingdom regarded arbalests and, fromthe 1490s
onwards, also firearms as superior to bows. Only
two soldiers armed with bows can be found in the
registers. The mentions date from 1499 and 1500
and may be considered the first signs of the spre-
ading influence of the eastern art of war, which was
to dominate the Polish military science in the sixte-
enth century. One of the bowmen appeared in the
Sterniszeze unit register of 1498, His name, Borys,
Pright suggest his eastern origin®. The register of the
unit of L.ukasz Lubeszwaiski, a Hungarian eaptain,
daﬂﬁg from 1500 lists tihe sesandibowtian, Jian Czar-
Ay’ . Unfiortunately, thesigin siilis wasrior cannet
be traced. Aceording 1o the registers, the bows were
the seldiers’ enly weapens.

In my opinion, the shafted weapons used by
the infantry may also be considered plebeian arms.
This kind ofweapom is only sporadically mentioned
in the registers, though it is known to have played a
major role in enlisted units. However, pole arms are
fiot present in the registers of 1471 and 1477. It is
only in the registers of 1497-1500 that a new cate-
gory of soldiers, namely spearmen, appears. In the
years 1496-1500, they constituted about 15 per-
cent of the units. Unfortunately, their equipment is
only briefly described and the notes usuzllly read anlly:
a spearman’s suit of armour or a spearman’s suit of
full anmou, ete. s we Hawve moiinfomsi ot
shafted weapons, with which the spearmen must
have been armed. The only explanation seems to be
the fact that the registers did not contain any details
regarding the elements of arms and armour. Only
ten mentlons of shafted weapons can be fourndiin tiie

BM. G1o s ek, Pormasieeiiomisenzaa brofi oddhona...,
pp. 49-53; A. N owakaowskli |, Uzbrojpnide inibdyiddadire..,
p. 212,

BM. Gto s e k, Péimasimethiomigensaa brof obtuddiona...,
p. 80.

0585, vol. 3, k. 69 v.

S 85, vol. 4, k. 124,

documents. As many as nine of them comefiomthe
Hannusz Szolc unit register of 1497%. In this unit
the spearmen armed with pole arms can be ¢classi-
fied into three groups: those whose names are men-
tioned in the register without any shafted weapeons,
those who had speats (two warriors) and these with
sulica spears (seven men). Captain Hannusz Szele
himself was armed with a sulica spear, besides a
spearman’s suit ofarmour®®. Like their cormander;
the other soldiets armed with sulica spears were
dressed in spearman’s armour, On the basis of the
register arrangement, they may all be considered the
chiefs of groups of ten soldiers. The last mention 6f
pole arms can be found in the register of Irzyk Bu-
baty’s unit dating back te the year 1498, whefe se-
rved another Irzyk sedrzewem (with apele) which
was the soldiers only weapon. No ars w1th fAult=
ple points can be found in the registers.

On the basis of those examples it may be assu-
med that enlisted spearmen used at least two kinds
of pole arms, because two of the texms quoted abo-
ve could have denoted the same type of shafted
weapon. The author of the register clearly differen-
tiated between the sulica spear, and the ordinary
spear. Let us quote the following example: on the llist
Jan Pleban of Wodziskaw in a spearman’s suit of ar-
mour with a sulica spear is followed by MlklOSZ of
Racibérz in spearman’s armour with a spear®™. As
the heads of particular types of arms did not differ a
lot, the main difference ey Heeve bosem e ngth af
the pole. Therefore the weapons listed in the regi-
sters are either short throwing spears (javelins) or
longer, up to 3 m. in length, sufica spears®.

%585, vol. 2, k. 1109 - 112; K. G 6 rs Kii,ap. @i, pp. 205~
208, also with numerous mistakes. The register of this unit dif-
fers a lot from other contemporary registers, made according to
the accepted rules. It contains very detailed descriptions of the
soldiers’ equipment (for instance, "nie miat kul” - "he did not
have any balls”) and even information about their skills (e.g., "nie
urmiat nabié rusznicy” - "he could not load a harquebus™), which
are fiot to be found in other documents. Hence, it may be assumed
that the arms and armour of H. Szolc's soldiers were described
fueh mere exhaustively than the equipment of other infantry-
men:

K. G 6mrsskid i, op. cit., p. 205, read wrongly: Hanusz
Rotwiastnzz w kopijiiizzedj zbroii zupetheij z przpiiiosy (Captain Ha-
nusz in spearmam ‘sfull @mmour wiith @lrasnet), wihille tie aniigfivall
text read: Item Hanmuss rotmistizz w kopymyezegy szivoy zypelney
z scllfjezsy (Tremw Captaiin Hamnuss in speawmam's filll @rmour
with a sulicm spear)), S 85, vol. 2, k. 109.

s 85, vol. 3, k. 89.

s 85, vol. 2, k. 111.

¥). Tyszkiewic z Ostamim wojna z Zakonem
Krzyzaediim 1519-132U (The Last Wiar with the Tetonic Order
1519-1521), Warsaw 1992, pp. 137-138. The register of losses
published here lists, among other things, a number of spears,
8 grossi each.
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There remains the issue of spearmen who ap-
pear without any pole arms in the Hannusz Szolc
unit register. The problem could be explained in two
ways. The soldiers may not have had any shafted
weapons at the review, because they had lost them
in battle before.

The review registers clearly suggest that enli-
sted infantrymen, though commoners, were hardly
ever armed with so-called plebeian weapons. This
was the main differancehetwsanarlistad! ftoressaarnd
levy in mass soldiers. The latter, who were to leave
their farms imstantly, would arim themselves with the
most handy objects. They did not spend much on
arms, because they could not afford this. Besides,
a war expedition was only an episode in their lives
(though an important one). They did not link their
future careers wiflh participation in wiars, winich weas
another reason for limiting the expenses connected
with military activities.

The problems of arms and armour were tre-
ated differently by enlisted solidiiers. The immportzmt
thing for them was to fiindi e oyptiimall sollution: theetis
to say, gather the best equipment at the lowest cost.
Inmy opinion, the liinitksd popularity afplebeian arms
resulted from the poor quality ofthose weapoms and
consequently their poor effectiveness. Thiswiespro-
bably the reason why infantrymen decided to set off
on a war expedition with cutlasses anly sporadical-
ly. Being profiessiomelks, tHeyimestetintuwir *toedds’,,
i.e. arms. Hence, enlisted soldiers were often equip-
ped with more expensive arms of real quality.

The other and, in my opinion, most important
reason for the sporadic use of plebeian weapons was
the character of infantry units, which were mostly
composed of soldiets armed with projectile weapons.

In accordance with the Latin European custom, the
soldiers armed with projectile weapons serving in
enlisted units used mainly arbalests, which were re-
placed with firearms in the late fifteeinth cemtury.
Bows, which could have been the alternative type of
arm, did not catch on in enlisted forces. Anoler gie-
up of soldiers, shielded watriors, could not use any
other weapons but shields and a kind of side-arm
because of their function. That was also the case
with the third group, spearmen, armed with shafted
weapons, who appeared in infantry winis itntie 1 14805,
The shafted Weapons they carried determined their
role and pesition in the ranks.

To sum up, an enlisted imnfzmtbry omit constitted
a compact whole. Its strength depended, to a large
extent, on the cooperation of all the soldiers. As long
as they stood shoulder to shoulder, they were dan-
gerous for the enemy. In order for a homogenous
unit to be formed, each of the soldiers had to do his
best to fulfiilHissttasiss Theeesbosenhbisiddrififantyyrann
were not given complete freedom in their choice of
arms and armour. A single flail or hatchet was use-
less in a unit which was to remain i clese ratiks. T
fact that all the soldiers performed concrete func-
tions in the unit made them possess uniform equip-
ment. Thanks to tihis enliisted soldiiers were mot agym-
up of several hundred armed men but ahomogeno-
us and remarkably effective wmit. lm zdidiitiomn, e fi-
ghting technique of mediewvall enlisted infantrymen,
consisting in firing on the enemy from behind a wail
of shields and spears, resulted in the fact that their
relatively homogenous arms and armour were not
plebeian weapons and equipment.

Translated by Zuzamma Rodlewska-Parra



http://rcin.org.pl





