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The Knight’s Horse:

Noble Steed or Glorified Plough Horse

Chevalier, caballero, cavaliere, ritter are all foreign equivalents to what in English is termed a knight.  The German word, ritter, translates as rider, while the French, Spanish and Italian are all connected with the respective word for horse.  English is the odd one out, with knight coming from the Anglo-Saxon for servant.  Even that famous set of knightly ideals, chivalry, comes from the French for horse.  A knight, simply would not be a knight without his horse, as Christopher Gravett wrote, “A knight needed horses, without them he was not a knight, even though many fought on foot more than on horse back (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1400-1500 19).”

The essential nature of the relationship between horse and knight raises the question of what did the medieval knight’s steed look like?  Popular conception portrays the knight’s horse as a ponderous, slow draught horse such as the modern Shire or Clydesdale.  This comes from the depiction of the “knight in shining armour” where both horse and rider wear massive, heavy plate armour as they make a galloping charge at their enemy.  As a time period, the Middle Ages covers hundreds of years, and the knight and his armour changed and developed over this time.  Plate armour, for instance, was a late development in the protection of the knight and was not nearly as heavy as is all too often portrayed.  In reality, the knight’s horse did not have to be an 18 hand, 2000 pound beast, nor was it.  The noble steed of the heroic knight was most likely to be a solidly built, average sized, yet powerful riding horse.  

Before one can begin to examine what the horse’s used by knights looked like, one must first look at the role that the horse had.  The first, and most basic, use was simple transport.  Horses mobilised the knights, allowing them to cover greater distances in a shorter period of time.    Sometimes this was the only purpose of the knight’s horse.  During the reign of Edward III of England, bowmen made up much of the army.  Due to their fighting style as archers, the horses were used for transportation and dismounted for battle (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1300-1400 47).  The horses were then called upon to pursue the fleeing enemy if needed.  More needed to be transported than just the men.  Supplies and equipment also needed to be brought, and this was sometimes achieved by the use of pack horses.  

Knight’s also needed a horse to use in battle, as would be expected.  Mounted cavalry in Britain is often said to have been introduced in the Norman Invasion, not having been seen on the island since the Roman occupation (Warhorse 2).  However, this has been questioned based on the inclusion of horses amongst the arms and armour required in Anglo-Saxon heriots (Hyland, The Medieval Warhorse: from Byzantium to the Crusades 95).  If this is true, then the lack of Anglo-Saxon cavalry at Hastings would be due to other circumstances, such as any available horses being unfit for battle after the recent Battle of Stamford Bridge and the journey to Hastings (Hyland, The Medieval Warhorse: from Byzantium to the Crusades 96).  In any case, Duke William’s troops were the only ones mounted that fateful day.  One thousand horses were ferried across the channel to mount fully half of William’s men (Warhorse 2; Clutton-Brock 125).  Records from later years indicate that 2,500 heavy cavalry were used by Edward I of England in his 1298 campaign in Scotland with losses of over one hundred horses (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1200-1300 49).  

The use of horses for battle encompassed more than the obvious pitched battles.  Horses could also be effective tools for harrying and raiding.  Such mounted raids were called chevauchees.  These raids were made by highly mobile light horsemen to pillage and destroy and generally harass the enemy.  Chevauchees were used by both Edward I and his grandson Edward III, particularly against Scotland (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1300-1400 8).  The men who took part on such raids were sometimes known as hobelars.  Hobelars were a form of light cavalry originally used in Ireland and adopted in Scotland in 1296 (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1200-1300 15).  Both sides in the First War of Scottish Independence successfully employed the use of raiding hobelars.  Later on Edward III utilized hobelars both against Scotland and during the Hundred Years War (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1300-1400 8).  

The image conjured up of a medieval warhorse serving in battle is often that of a massive charge.  In a pitched battle knights did serve on the frontlines.  The records of horses lost in battle point to the ownership by knights and others of some wealth (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1200-1300 52).  However, the cavalry charge developed over time.  In 1066 at the Battle of Hastings, the Normans did not win by charging down any and all infantry.  The knights at that time were mounted spearmen, carrying their spears over hand unlike the later lance (Warhorse 2). Wielding the spear overhand limited the force behind any blow and would have made a powerful charge impossible.  Also, the horses at this time were the smallest a knight’s warhorse would be and would not have the power to act like a battering ram (Warhorse 2).    

With the advent of the couched lance, the charge as a shock attack was possible.  A cavalry charge began with a close line of knights riding at a walk, gradually picking up speed and only picking up a gallop and lowering lances within range of the enemy (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1200-1300 52; English Medieval Knight 1300-1400 46).  If the lance broke during this initial strike, a second weapon carried, such as a sword or mace, would then be used (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1200-1300 53)   If the ground forces broke ranks the knights could ride through the gaps to then turn and come again, this time from the rear.    

The slow start helped preserve the horses’ stamina for the rest of the battle.  The slow start also maintained the formation to increase the power of the manoeuvre.  Some scholars had argued that the most effective charges never even broke into a gallop, rather remaining at the trot (Bouchard 23).  A trotting charge would maintain the cohesion much better than galloping enabling a greater combined force crashing against the enemy’s frontlines.  A trot would also be much easier to rate and match all the others, whereas a gallop could easily turn into a race among the horses.  The difficulty in staying at the same pace in a faster gait would result in a few horses here and there meeting with the opposing forces that were much easier to repel and lost much of the possible power. 

Others refute the idea of a charge never getting past a trot (Oakeshott 99).  The idea of an effective trot charge does look questionable from looking at how the knight’s had to ride.  The trot can be a very uncomfortable gait, which is why the general riding horses of the medieval period were chosen for being amblers, not trotters.  The trot can be ridden in a couple different ways.  The trot can be sat, but with a rough gaited horse this would be uncomfortable at best and would likely affect the ability to aim any weapon.  The other option is posting or rising to the trot.  Posting causes the rider to change his balance at every step making it much easier for an opponent to attempt an unhorsing.  The medieval riding style with legs extended forward would have precluded the ability to post as well.     

A unified manoeuvre also had a psychological impact on the opposition.  Facing down a thousand pound animal stampeding at you is an intimidating sight.  Instinct says to get out of the way or face being trampled.  A solid line of warhorses attacking gives the appearance of nowhere to go but to break ranks and run.  A soldier, who might consider breaking ranks, would be more likely to make that choice when facing a cohesive charge (Bouchard 23).  Horses, however, are not stupid beasts and are not going to willingly run down a person and will avoid stepping on a person on the ground if at all possible.  The warhorses would try to obey their rider, even if going against their instincts, as well as try to stay with the ‘herd’ and would charge, but would be aiming for the spaces between the foot soldiers (Warhorse 1).  

The mounted knights were a formidable foe to foot soldiers, but they also made a clearly identifiable target.  If the infantry and archers could unhorse the knights, they could even the odds or even gain the advantage.  There were several tactics that were employed to target the horsemen.  First was the use of archers.  A volley of arrows raining down indiscriminately found a mark, and horses made a large target.  The threat of missiles from both arrows, and later with the use of gunpowder, largely made the horse more ineffective than fighting on foot (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1400-1500 30).  

Spearmen were also an effective tool against mounted knights.  A tight, solid wall of soldiers with long spears bristling outwards could easily reach and injure horse and rider before the knight could reach them.  During the Scottish campaigns of 1298, the Scots employed this tactic against the English.  The English counteracted this with their own archers to break up the clusters of spearmen creating gaps the knights could pass through (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1200-1300 49).  

A third ploy to target the horses was the use of caltrops.  Caltrops were a small device comprised or four spikes arranged in such a way that one will always be pointing upward (Corrick 23).  Caltrops were scattered in the battle field to lame the oncoming horses, thus rendering them useless.  

The role of the knight’s horse in battle changed over time.  They began by simply transporting their rider to the field.  In England, by the 13th century, fighting from horseback had become common (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1200-1300 52).  Then in 1525 the rules of war changed with the use of gunpowder, paving the way for obsolescence (Warhorse 2).  Threats of fired missiles made the warhorse less effective than remaining on foot.  Horses found new importance as “performers in ritual of power” rather than on the field of battle (Warhorse 2).  With other developments, such as better roads allowing the use of carriages, the former great horses found new ‘civilian’ jobs (Chamberlain 147).  

Horses as “performers in ritual of power” were witnessed at tournaments when it was more pageantry than training for war.  Tournaments began as a way for knights to practice their skill-at-arms in preparation for fighting in real battles.  Some of the competitions were held for large groups of squires at their knighting (Bouchard 37).  The newly minted knights could showcase the skills they had learned over their years as a squire and their proficiency.   

 The events also became a lucrative method to earning both money and renown.  Tournaments were particularly popular among younger sons of nobles.  The younger sons had no landed wealth, but success in tournaments could win both renown and wealth with the ransoming of the losing knights (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1200-1300 44).  Captured knights could be ransomed for money or possessions such as armour or horses.  William Marshal made his fortune in tournaments.  Soon after losing his horse in battle, Marshal rode a borrowed horse in a tournament where he won four and a half horses for himself and more for his squires, as well as arms and armour (F. Gies & J. Gies 90; Hyland, The Medieval Warhorse: from Byzantium to the Crusades 88).  He went on to collect payouts from several dozen knights over two years of tourneying, although some sources claim the capture of about one hundred knights in a ten month period with the partnership of another knight (Corrick 76; Hyland, The Medieval Warhorse: from Byzantium to the Crusades 88).  While much could be won, it could also be lost.  William de Clare lost at a tournament in 1252 and his brother the Earl of Gloucester had to go win back the ransom of his brother’s horses, armour and the family honour (Hyland, The Medieval Warhorse: from Byzantium to the Crusades 88).  

Although expensive to hold, tournaments benefited the hosting lord.  In the 15th century a tournament was seen as a reflection of the host’s wealth and magnanimity (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1400-1500 48).  The host could also use the event to recruit knights for his household from the landless sons who flocked to the competitions (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1200-1300 44).      

Without a doubt tourneying was a dangerous occupation.  The earliest of tournaments were more like an actual battle than a sport.  The Earl of Warenne’s heir was killed in 1228 during a tournament at Croyden (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1200-1300 44).  In a twist of irony, William Marshal’s son Gilbert was killed in a tournament after falling when his bridle broke (F. Gies & J. Gies 92).  Foot caught in the stirrup, Gilbert met his fate being dragged by his horse.  

Some royalty saw tournaments as a threat and imposed bans on the festivities.  For many years tournaments were banned in England, forcing the knights to cross the channel to compete.  The English bans were possibly enacted because the competitions were seen as a threat to recruiting knights for a real war (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1300-1400 45).  For King Henry III, tournaments were a likely source of plotting against him by his nobles (F. Gies & J. Gies 93).  The prohibitions were largely ineffective.  It was at one such forbidden tournament that Gilbert Marshal was killed (F. Gies & J. Gies 93).  In the 14th century the English bans began to be relaxed, and King Edward I chose to regulate tournaments rather than outlaw them (F. Gies & J. Gies 93; Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1300-1400 45).  

The earliest tournaments were a form known as a melee.  Melees divided all the knights entered into two teams who fought it out in a field outside of town (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1200-1300 44).  There were no clear guidelines to determine the final outcome.  Rather the point was to capture other knights and hold them for ransom (Warhorse 2).  Horses and armour were often used as ransom payments (Corrick 76).  Ransoms were determined by a person’s rank (Oakeshott 66).  Squires were worth so much, knights worth more and royalty topped the ranks.  This scale of payments explains how William Marshal could win part of a horse.  As time went by and the tournament focused more on individual jousts, the melee remained a feature, but with the used of batons rather than swords (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1400-1500 48).  

The melee may have come first, but the joust is with what tournaments are most identified.  There was little in the way of individual jousting or tilting until the later 14th century (F. Gies & J. Gies 92).  Knights rode down the lists, a long narrow track for the joust, at a strong yet slower gallop (Bouchard 99,108).  The pace used balanced the speed and power of the gallop with the better control of a canter.  During the 14th century there was no barrier dividing the list into lanes (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1300-1400 61).  There was a risk of the horses colliding or the knights injuring their knees.  There was also the possibility of a knight deliberately trying to ride down their opponent.  This style of joust allowed the lances to be held at a smaller angle, reducing the chance of a shattered lance, thus increasing the chance of an unhorsing (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1300-1400 61).  The barrier, known as a tilt, first appeared in the 1420s as cloth strung down the list (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1400-1500 48).  Later more solid barriers of wood were used.  While the tilt rail prevented collisions, sometimes a counter-list or counter-tilt was used to prevent horses from running out (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1400-1500 48).     

There were two major categories of jousts with variations therein.  There was the joust of war, or a l’outrance, and the joust of peace, or a plaisance (Oakeshott 76).  The jousts of war used lances with sharpened points and could be run until one knight could no longer fight or even to the death (Oakeshott 76).  These jousts were often held in border regions, such as between England and Scotland, or as a challenge to foreign knights (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1300-1400 62).  Jousts of peace developed over time and used lances fitted with a crown shaped head called a coronel (Oakeshott 76).  

As the years passed the tournament became more of a spectacle than training for war.  By the 16th century it was pure pageantry (Barclay 124).  More rules for the game developed as it progressed.  The knights originally aimed to unhorse their opponent, which was quite possible with the advance at a gallop (Newman 178; Bouchard 23).  The weight of the horse and rider would be multiplied by the speed and then concentrated into the tip of the lance, providing ample force to unbalance a rider.  Later, scoring systems developed awarding different points to broken lances, touching the shield or hitting the helmet (Newman 178).  Knights were given a set number of passes to either unhorse their competitor or score more points.  After the passes or if both knights were unhorsed, swords were drawn and the fight continued (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1400-1500 48; Bouchard 108).   

Knowing the different jobs and requirements of the horses belonging to a knight allows the examination of what types of horses were used.  A type is not the same as a breed.  A breed is a population of horses, often with a common ancestry, that consistently pass on characteristics such as conformation, colour, temperament or ability.   Breeds often have registries where records of pedigrees for the horses within that breed are kept.   Concern about a horse’s breed is a relatively recent phenomenon, with a few exceptions.  In medieval Europe, concern was placed much more on type.  A type is a descriptor of horses with similar physical attribute or used for a common purpose. Horses had to fulfil several roles, and relying on one type would not have worked.  Form follows function, so a horse suited for the rigours of battle, may not have been right for travelling long distances.  

Historical records show support for knights owning multiple horses for different purposes.  Three appears to be the minimum number of horses owned by a knight, but those who could afford them might have four or more (Hyland, The Medieval Warhorse: from Byzantium to the Crusades 82).  In 1285, under the rule of Henry III, knights were required to have three horses as well as two squires (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1200-1300 8).  A surviving contract between Sir Thomas de Maudeville and the Earl of Hereford stipulates the provision of hay and grain for four horses in times of peace and twice that during war (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1300-1400 45-6).  

While the horse’s value was placed on type, not breed, during this time, certain geographical areas were marked for the quality of their horses and some horses were referred to by where they were bred.  England had established royal studs by the reign of Edward I, but many horses were still imported from Spain, Lombardy and France (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1200-1300 60).  Records remain indicating a journey to Flanders by Sir John Paston with the intention of purchasing horses (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1400-1500 15).  During the 15th and 16th centuries horses were also brought to England from Hungary, Poland, Sweden, Denmark and even as far as Turkey (Clutton-Brock 156; Corrick 22). 

Spain and the northwest of France held particular renown for their horse breeding during the medieval period.  Iberian horses were considered “fit for kings” and even William the Conqueror rode an Iberian horse at the Battle of Hastings (Warhorse 2).  Horses from both of these regions would have been influenced by Arab and Barb stock.  The Arab horse from Spain was highly praised in accounts and illustrations from the earliest Middles ages to the 12th century (Newman 253).  The former desert horses were used to increase speed and stamina as well as refine the European bloodlines (Bouchard 22).  

Coming from hot desert regions these horse were, and still are, known for their endurance and being “easy keepers” that can get by on less or poorer quality food.  Both of these characteristics would be invaluable to the knights, especially out on campaign, where it was often more difficult logistically to supply food for the horses than the men (Bouchard 82).  

The Arab and Barb horses were introduced to Europe through war.  Spain saw the first of these horses during the course of the Moorish invasions (Newman 235).  The Moors using their horses as light cavalry were defeated by the Frankish heavy cavalry at the Battle of Tours in 732 (Braider 43).  In the aftermath of these conflicts the horses remained and were bred with the comparatively heavier native stock.  

There were several ways for a knight to acquire his needed equines.  As was mentioned earlier, horses could be won in tournaments.  More mundane, but perhaps more common, were the horse markets held for the purpose of sales (F. Gies & J. Gies 273).  Breeders and others with stock for sale would bring their animals to the market to showcase to prospective buyers.  Knights sometimes took their potential mount outside the city or town to have a test ride.  This could easily turn into impromptu races with other riders (F. Gies & J. Gies 273).  

Household knights had the benefit of mounts provisioned by their lord.  The “Assize of Arms” under Henry III required barons to provide horses, hauberks, shields and helms for the knights under their command (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1200-1300 16).  If a knight or banneret was particularly favoured, horses could be given as gifts (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1200-1300 14).  Contracts between knights and the lord they served often included clauses regarding horses.  The contracts between Thomas Ughtred and the king and between John de Gaunt and Roger Trumpington included provisions for replacing any horses lost in battle (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1300-1400 14).  

The different types of horse, along with different roles, had different values.  The value of a horse needed to be established in the event that a liege lord had to fulfil their side of a contract to recompense for lost mounts.  Horses progressively increased in value over the centuries.  In a 9th century document listing the costs of different pieces of a knight’s equipment in units of cows, the horse is equal to the price of twelve cows (Sidnell 319).  In that same list a chainmail hauberk is also worth twelve cows, while a sword is only worth seven.  Squires and sergeants rode horses known as rounceys that could be worth £5-15 in the 13th century, while the knight’s warhorse could be worth £50-60 (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1200-1300 60).  By the 14th century the best warhorses could cost upwards of £100 (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1300-1400 59).  

 The known costs for mounts do not give a clear picture of the value of horses without another point of reference.    If a knight had to acquire a horse at market, he would have had to save up his earnings.  Some feudal lords varied the wage paid to knight based on the number of horses owned (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1300-1400 11).  A man-at-arms with only two horses could be paid as little as 12 pence, although most were paid about 2 shillings a day through the 13th and 14th centuries (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1200-1300 8; English Medieval Knight 1300-1400 11).  During times of war, wages might increase.  Horses were expensive and valuable.  A good warhorse was also relatively scarce, increasing their worth.  With all these factors taken into consideration, a good string of horses provided a tangible status symbol for the knight.  

There were several types of horses used during the medieval period, each with its specialty.  Palfreys were riding horses used for general travelling.  Palfreys were light, fast riding horses prized for their comfortable gaits (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1400-1500 19; Warhorse 2).  They are specifically described as being amblers rather than trotters (Barclay 121).  A trot can be a rough, uncomfortable gait to sit, and posting or rising, tiring.  Ambling is a collective term for a variety of intermediate four beat gaits that some breeds of horses naturally are able to perform.  The now extinct Spanish jennet was a popular palfrey, and likely contributed to the development of the modern gaited breeds.  Sumpters or packhorses were used to carry supplies while travelling (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1400-1500 19).  Besides the usual food and equipment needed, sumpters were also needed to carry the knight’s armour when it was not worn (Warhorse 2).  

The knight’s retinue also needed to be mounted, but did not require as high a quality horse.  Hacks or hackneys were cheaper horses ridden by servants and rounceys were of a higher worth and used by squires and sergeants (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1400-1500 19).  Rounceys were good all around horses that could be used in battle as well as for general riding (Bouchard 99).  Poorer knights would also ride rounceys if that was what was within their means.   

The most famous of the knight’s herd were the chargers.  Charger was a term applied to any horse used in battle and could include rounceys, hobbies, coursers and destriers.  The hobby was the light, swift horse used by the hobelars on their raids (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1200-1300 15).  The coursers and destriers were solely for fighting and on the journey to battle would be led in hand, not ridden  (Barclay 121).  Waiting to mount the charger in the field kept them as fresh as possible to enable them to endure the duration of the battle.  Coursers were fast and strong warhorses that were also popular on the hunt (Bouchard 99).  While of a good quality, coursers were not of the same worth as the destrier (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1400-1500 19).  Destriers were the ‘great horses’ of the period, given the name by size and reputation (Bouchard 99).  They were larger and stronger than the coursers, well suited for withstanding the impact of oncoming knights.  They also cost much more and were rarer.  As such, destriers were not always used on the battlefield in order to protect them.  Rather, they were reserved solely for the tournament with rounceys and coursers seeing battle (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1300-1400 59; English Medieval Knight 1400-1500 19).              

By nature a horse does not provide a steady platform for fighting.  The proper equipment was needed to give stability to the knight, specifically the saddle.  However, on its own, even the saddle does not give the best support.  Perhaps the most important invention to the use of cavalry was the loop of metal known as the stirrup.  The stirrup was first seen in the east and spread throughout Europe between the 8th and 10th centuries (Barclay 114; Bouchard 83).  

The first advantage stirrups give is an aid to mounting.  Mounting was still normally done without the aid of stirrups even into the 9th century (Sidnell 311).  Mounting without stirrups requires either an athletic rider vaulting into the saddle, the assistance of another person or a mounting block.  The knight would have been one of the most athletic persons of the day, and would have members of his retinue available for his assistance, but the availability of a mounting block of some sort could not be counted on.  All in all, before the widespread use of stirrups, a horse that was closer to the ground would have been preferred for riding.  

The second benefit provided by stirrups is a stable base for the rider.  Riders use stirrups to aid and correct their balance as they move.  Adjusting the weight in the stirrups allows a rider to correct his balance, which would be useful for a knight after sustaining an impact.  

The medieval saddle looks very different from a modern one of any discipline, but still served the same function, thus requiring the same basic structure.   The saddles of the period weighed about twenty pounds (Newman 234).  This is comparable to modern English saddles and lighter than many western saddles, making the period saddles no excessive burden.  Saddles were often decorated elaborately.  Ivory embellishments, painted leather, semi precious stones and hammered metal were all seen (F. Gies & J. Gies 273).   

A saddle would be useless if it was not properly secure.  The first and foremost method of securing the saddle is with the girth.  Some saddles of this time had a double girth (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1200-1300 61).  A double girthed saddle had a front girth that would fasten just behind the forelegs as a modern saddle does.  The second girth sat further back closer to the widest point of the horse’s belly.  The second girth was probably tightened similarly to the flank cinch sometimes seen on today’s western tack.  The flank cinch is kept firm enough to keep the saddle from moving, but not so tight as to cause discomfort or a violent reaction such as bucking.  

Breastplates and cruppers were also used to keep the saddle properly positioned.  The breastplate was a strap running across the horse’s chest and secured on each side to an attachment point on the saddle, keeping the tack from sliding backwards.  The crupper would attach to the cantle, or rear portion of the saddle, and make a loop under the tail to prevent movement forward.  

Over the years the saddle changed and developed to provide more protection for the knight.  By the 11th century the high saddle characteristic of the era appeared.  This saddle had the seat positioned up off the horses back and the pommel and cantle were extended upward (Bouchard 99; Barclay 122).  The raised pommel and cantle granted additional security to the seat which would help the knight keep from being unhorsed and also gave some protection to the lower body.  Saddles designed for jousting in the 14th century also had extensions down the front, shielding the legs (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1300-1400 62).  While the frame of the saddle was formed of wood, steel plates were attached to the pommel and cantle to create an armoured piece of tack (Pyhrr, LaRocca, & Breiding 19, 60).  

Some saddles took the enlarged pommel and cantle to the extreme.  Illustrations and descriptions show some saddles with the rider completely enclosed by the wings of extensions (Barclay 122).  Researcher Harold Barclay points out how this would pose some difficulty to say the least in mounting or dismounting.  While designed to protect the rider, the high saddles also posed a potential danger.  The saddles that wrapped completely around the rider created the risk of becoming entangled or trapped during a fall.  William the Conqueror earned his nickname from his exploits in battle, but met his fate in a simple riding accident.  He was thrown forward onto the raised pommel and suffered severe internal injuries that led to his death (Bouchard 55).  

A saddle belonging to Henry V has survived to the present day giving insight on the tack of the era.  The saddle is made of a wooden frame or tree covered in canvas with a stuffed canvas seat raised five inches above the horses back.  The seat would have been stuffed with hay to provide cushioning.  When it was new, velvet covered the utilitarian canvas making it worthy of a king.  Bits of leather have lasted indicating that a double girth was used and metal rings remain as attachment points.  The ring for the stirrup leather remains as well as staples for joining a crupper and breastplate.  (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1400-1500 31)    

A good seat gives the rider a foundation, but a means of control and direction is just as vital.  The rider has three natural aids: leg, seat and hand.  The high seat of the saddle would limit the use of the knight’s seat to guide his mount, leaving the leg and hand.  

The hand gives commands through the reins by acting on the bridle and bit.  The Bayeux Tapestry illustrates horses with snaffle type bits, but knights usually relied on curb bits (Edwards 29).  A snaffle attaches to the reins by a ring on the side and acts by direct pressure on the mouth.  A curb, on the other hand, has shanks extending from the mouthpiece that amplifies the pressure according to the length.  The curb acts by leverage putting pressure upon the horse’s mouth, under the chin if a curb chain is used and on the poll of the head.  The leverage of the curb allows good control with a minimum of effort (Barclay 119).  Some medieval bits had shanks of up to twenty-two inches long, providing an extraordinary amount of available pressure (Edwards 29).  Bridles were often equipped with two pairs of reins after about 1275 (Oakeshott 39).  With the use of a curb, one pair would attach directly to the boss of the bit near the horse’s mouth and the other would attach at the end of the shanks.  The two reins would give the control of a Pelham bit or a double bridle by combining direct and indirect pressure.   

The medieval curbs, ring bits and spade bits enabled quick stops and turns by giving a sharp command with little movement on the rider’s part.  The knight in battle would have had his hands full with his weapons and shield while still holding the reins.  By necessity, the warrior had to be able to clearly signal his mount without a great exaggerated movement.  Non-military riders did not need this degree of precise control and used milder bits (Barclay 125).   

The potential severity of these bits has called the humane treatment of the knight’s mounts into question by David Braider in saying, “The process of preparing a horse for battle is one of conditioning (or, rather, reconditioning) his reflexes – and it is not very lovely to contemplate.  To understand the methods employed, we have only to inspect some of the appalling bits that have been used through the ages (60).”  However, all indications are for highly skilled riders and thoroughly trained horses.  Riders had a great deal of severe leverage available, but did not use a heavy hand with them (Edwards 29).  Rather, a light touch would be used to spare the horse’s mouth (Chamberlain 181).   

The leg was the other important aid to guide the horse.  Knights wore spurs to reinforce their aids to get the needed quick response.  Earlier years saw what are known as prick spurs with a fixed, somewhat sharp point.  Prick spurs were replaced by rowelled spurs with a freely rotating spiked disc at the end of the shank (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1300-1400 59).  Rowelled spurs increased in length until about 1500, when they suddenly shortened (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1400-1500 61).  Riding in the Middle Ages was done with the legs straight and extended towards the front.  This position would require a long spur to reach the horses side to give a cue.  Spurs were also needed if the horse was armoured or caparisoned.  Any cloth, chain mail or leather between the horse and the rider’s leg would soften the aids and slow the response.  A pointed spur would allow a well-defined cue to be delivered through the trappings.  

As a knight would only be a soldier without his horse, he would not be much of a soldier without the proper defences of his armour.  Up through the 1300s, chain mail was the most common form of armour.  While the style of chain mail changed over the years, there were three basic components to the armour.   Starting from the top, the knight wore a coif on his head.  The coif was a mail hood that came down to the shoulders and sometimes had a flap that could be tied up to protect the face.  The knight’s main protection was supplied by the hauberk, a mail tunic.  The simplest hauberks were shorter with half sleeves.  Over time the sleeve and over all length increased.  Some hauberks had sleeves that extended into mittens to protect the hands.  On his lower body the knight wore chausses which were chain mail leggings suspended from a belt around the waist.  (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1200-1300 20) 

Typically made of iron, chain mail was relatively heavy, but the weight was dependant on size.  The coif could range from five to seven pounds (Newman 198).  The chausses on the legs ranged from seven to ten pounds (Newman 198).  The bulk of the weight came from the hauberk with an average of about thirty pounds (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1200-1300 22).  All together this gives a maximum weight of about fifty pounds.  The knight’s other equipment including clothes, padded aketon, helmet and sword would only add a further fifteen pounds, bringing the total weight to sixty-five pounds (Newman 198).  This was not an unbearable weight on the part of the knight, who would be the most physically fit person of the period.  The total weight the horse was required to carry varied on the specific equipment and the size of the knight himself.  If one assumes an average knight weighed approximately 140 pounds, as Harold Barclay did, then the horse would only have a 200 pound or so burden (Barclay 120).  

Between 1300 and 1400 chain mail was gradually replaced by plate armour.  The true ‘knight in shining armour’ did not appear until the 15th century.  In the years around 1320 records most frequently mention the coat-of-plates as the form of plate armour use until the breastplate appeared around 1340 (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1300-1400 20,22).  The middle of the century saw the rise of plate protection for the limbs and by the end of the century large pauldrons extending over the chest and back, full back plates and faulds were in use (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1300-1400 22-25).   At first full mail continued to be worn under plate armour, but by the beginning of the 15th century the padded arming doublet had mail gusset to protect the areas that gaps in the plate exposed (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1300-1400 9).  

Plate armour was not significantly more cumbersome or burdensome than chain mail.  With the aid of attendants, the knight could be armed in fewer than ten minutes (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1400-1500 13).  Researchers vary on their conclusions of the total weight of the full harness with a range of forty-five to eighty pounds (Newman 204; Warhorse 2; Bouchard 73; Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1400-1500 13).  Most sources indicate the fifty to sixty pound range.   Surviving armour dated to circa 1450 weighs in at fifty-seven pounds and a harness from 1525 not quite forty-two pounds (Oakeshott 104).  In comparison, full plate battle harness weighed less than is carried by modern infantry, and the medieval armour had the advantage of weight distribution over the whole body (Newman 204; Bouchard 73).  

With the rise in popularity of tournaments came the use of specialised tournament armour.  Special armour for use in jousts of peace was first documented during the reign of Edward IV (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1400-1500 61).  Jousts of war continued to use field armour that would also see battle with the single addition of a grandguard that covered the left shoulder and chest (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1400-1500 62).  The tournament armour was heavier and more elaborate (Bouchard 73).  The Wallace Collection in London holds existing jousting armour from circa 1500 that weighs a significant ninety pounds.  The special armour provided more protection and pageantry while sacrificing practicality for use in a true battle.  This reflects how the tournaments became more spectacle than training as time passed.  

Overall, the horse did not carry any more weight with a knight wearing plate armour over chain mail.  Paul B. Newman gives the figure of sixty-five pounds of armour, but estimates the knights to weigh closer to 160 pounds on average (Newman 234).  Miklos Jankovich breaks down the components of everything the knight’s horse of the 15th century was expected to bear as quoted by Barclay and comes to a total burden of 255 pounds of equipment (Barclay 120-1).  This gear includes the knight’s armour, shield, weapons, clothing and armour for the horse itself.  Jankovich declares the rider’s armour to be eighty pounds, which would be heavy for field armour but a good possibility for tournament armour (Barclay 120).  By this period, a horse expected to bear a burden of this size would be in a tournament and only expected to make brief charges, not endure a full day of battle.  

A popular misconception with plate armour is that besides being overly heavy, it was cumbersome and difficult to move in.  However, to be effective the armour needed to be easily manoeuvrable.  Ease of movement was accomplished by a skilled armourer who ensured the pieces fit the wearer properly and articulated correctly (Warhorse 2).  A fit knight with fitted armour could easily run, fight, mount and ride (Newman 199; Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1400-1500 14).  Some also mention the knight’s ability to perform cartwheels and vault into the saddle while in full armour.  Knights needed to be able to move and fight readily while in armour or else they would be easy targets for the enemy.  

As horses made a much larger target than their riders, armour was also developed for the knights’ mounts.  The precise development of the horse’s armour is difficult to pinpoint as little has survived and most illustrations show caparisons that would be covering any armour worn (Bouchard 82).  

The most basic form of protection came in the form of the caparison.  The caparison was a cloth blanket-like covering extending down to the horse’s hocks.  Caparisons often had a split down the side at the saddle to allow the girth to pass.  Some continued around the back to cover the tail, which would have required extra material to allow the horse to extend his hind legs.  Caparisons could also include a hood, known as a testier, with or without ears to cover the horse’s head.  Quilting the caparison may have been used to add padding and protection and linings were possibly used to absorb sweat.  (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1200-1300 30-1)
For more protection than cloth, horses could be outfitted in a mail trapper.  Mail trappers were first seen in the early to mid 13th century (Bouchard 82).  Some trappers were worn under the colourful caparison while others were worn alone.  Chain mail made to be worn by a horse would have been heavy and expensive.  To reduce the weight some horses were equipped with a mail apron across the chest with the rest of the trapper being made of lighter cloth or leather (Bouchard 82).  Other trappers extended up into a hood like the cloth caparisons and covered all but the ears (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1200-1300 30).  

Any horse covered with a mail trapper would need a protective layer between the armour and the skin to pad against blows, and prevent rubbing.  Period records indicate that quilted or linen liners were used.  An inventory of Fawkes de Breaute dated to 1224 mentions mail and linen together (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1200-1300 31).  An entry in the 1277 English Exchequer accounts recorded the purchase of two linen coverings to be worn “under the iron covering” for sixteen shillings (Oakeshott 49).  

Pieces of plate armour for horses began being introduced in the middle of the 13th century.  Collectively armour for horses is referred to as a bard or barding (Bouchard 83).  The earliest piece of plate armour for the horse documented was the chamfron or shaffron used to protect the head.  Chamfrons could be made of metal or light cuir bouilli, which is treated boiled leather (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1300-1400 31).  Thirty-eight cuir bouilli chamfrons complete with crests were recorded in the Purchase Roll for Windsor Tournament in 1278 (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1200-1300 27; Pyhrr, LaRocca, & Breiding 9).  Despite being documented in England, chamfrons were only illustrated in continental sources at this time in the 13th century (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1200-1300 31).  Later chamfroms extended to enclose much of the head and some also had a fan shaped crest attached (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1300-1400 31).  Some chamfrons were designed specifically for tournaments.  One such tournament chamfrom used in German lands especially was the blind shaffron (Pyhrr, LaRocca, & Breiding 14).  The blind shaffron was made to cover the horse’s entire face, including the eyes.  Blinding the horse was intended to prevent shying.    

While the chamfron was the most common piece of armour worn by the knight’s mount, there were other pieces to provide more thorough defences.  Covering the neck the horse might have worn a crinet.  The earliest crinets were first mentioned in the late 14th century and could have been made of mail worn in conjunction with a mail curtain for the chest (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1300-1400 31).  Plate crinets were constructed of a series of articulating lames to allow for the movement of the horse’s neck.  Towards the end of the 1300s crinets that completely enclosed the neck began being used (Pyhrr, LaRocca, & Breiding 12).  The peytral to shield the horse’s chest was seen on occasion by the 1330s (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1300-1400 31).  The crupper protected the hind quarters and the flanchard filled the space between peytral and crupper (Newman 258).  While little has survived over the centuries, leather barding was probably more common being lighter in both weight and on the purse yet still effective (Pyhrr, LaRocca, & Breiding 15).  Metal plates could also be applied to the reins. If two sets were used, it was often the broader rein that was reinforced with the plates (Oakeshott 39).  Armoured reins protected the leather straps from being cut and the knight from losing control.  

With so few complete bardings still in existence, estimates for the total weight of the armour vary.  Some put the weight of the barding at forty to fifty pounds, while others estimate a total of nearly eighty pounds (Newman 234; Barclay 120).  A German made horse armour held by the Wallace Collection weighs just over sixty-six pounds (Oakeshott 105).  

Most horses probably went into battle with little or no protection.  The most likely covering used, if any, would be the caparison (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1300-1400 30).  Armour for the horse did not even appear in Medieval Europe until the 12th century (Bouchard 82).  Even with top of the line armour, there would always be a vulnerable space, and armour was expensive and added weight.  Using leather or a quilted caparison would provide a balance between security without wearing the horse out and mobility (Corrick 23; Bouchard 22).  The high cost to armour a horse would limit full barding’s use to the most wealthy knights (Newman 235).  

In addition to the safety granted by armour, the knight could increase his defences with the employment of a shield.  The Normans carried long kite-shaped shields.  The kite shields were long and large enough to provide protection for the rider’s entire left side (Newman 215).  When fighting from horseback the rider can reach all along his right side and towards the front on his left.  The Norman shield was carried on the rider’s left side towards the back, protecting his left flank (Warhorse 2).  By the later half of the 14th century shield were rectangular and concave (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1300-1400 26).  The knight’s shield was made of wood and faced with leather and lined with cloth or parchment (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1400-1500 13).  As plate armour became more common, the use of the shield declined.  By the end of the 14th century shields were primarily restricted to use in tournaments (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1300-1400 26; English Medieval Knight 1400-1500 13).  Tournament shields were attached to the knight’s armour by way of lacing it to a staple mounted on the breastplate (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1400-1500 62).  A leather or wooden block called a poire was used as a buffer between the shield and armour (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1400-1500 62).  Many tournament shields featured a notch in the corner.  The lance passed through this notch known as a bouche (Bouchard 86).  The bouche allowed the shield to be held higher while still enabling the use of the lance and thus maximised the available defences.  

Good defences were not enough for the knight who also needed effective offensive tools or weapons.  The first weapon in the knight’s arsenal was the lance.  Lances developed from their predecessor the spear.  Earlier spears, such as those used by the Normans were used overhand to thrust and throw (Bouchard 84).  The Normans used spears both with and without barbs as was illustrated in the Bayeux Tapestry (Warhorse 2).  Barbed spears would only be useful once, before being lost or embedded in something or someone.  

The rise in the use of stirrups and the development of the high saddle enabled the effective use of the lance.  The lance held couched under the arm provided the most powerful method of holding the weapon (Sidnell 217).  The high saddle gave the support to the rider to not be thrown over the back of the horse upon impact.    Lances ranged from ten to twelve feet long and were predominantly made of ash (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1300-1400 30; Newman 225).  However cypress wood as a preferred material for lances was mentioned by Chaucer, so other woods may have been used (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1300-1400 30).  Early lances had no vamplate, and the guard did not appear until the 14th century (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1200-1300 30).  The vamplate was a steel disc for guarding the hand.  The 14th century also saw the development of the grapers and lance rests bolted to the breastplate (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1300-1400 30).  The graper was a leather or metal strip behind the hand to prevent the lance from being propelled backwards during a hit.   By the 15th century the lance had a waisted hand grip with swellings on each side (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1400-1500 15).  The extra bulk and tapering of the lance increased the weight to provide more impact and power (Warhorse 2).  

The length and weight of the lance made it an unwieldy weapon.  It would have been carried upright until as late as possible to reduce exhaustion from trying to hold the weapon extended (Bouchard 92).  The way knights carried the lance across the body was meant to maintain balance upon impact by distributing the force (Bouchard 92).  If the lance was held out straight the entire weight of the impact would be felt on the right side and could disrupt the rider’s balance enough to cause a fall.  

Once the lance was broken or lost, the knight would turn to his sword.  The one handed arming sword was standard issue for a knight (Bouchard 87).  The one handed hilt made it usable from horseback unlike the two handed great swords.  Swords from the earlier centuries when chain mail was worn were designed to cut and thrust, but with the increase in plate armour a cutting edge would not be effective (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1400-1500 15; Warhorse 2).  Plate armour necessitated the use of a shorter, sharply tapered blade to slip between the plates.  The armour piercing blades had a sharp, narrow point and lacked a fuller to give more rigidity (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1300-1400 28).  The swords knights carried were not particularly heavy.  The weightiest of swords during the late medieval period and early Renaissance weighed from five to seven pounds, but the average sword would not be more than about three pounds (Newman 224).  If the knight chose not to wield a sword, he might carry a horseman’s axe, mace or warhammer.  Warhammers and maces became popular with the use of plate defences because they could deal crushing blows even through armour (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1300-1400 30; Warhorse 2).      

Even properly armed and defended, a knight and his horse would not be the elite fighters they were without years of training.  Much like modern athletes, a knight began training young to increase his chance for success.  Training began between the ages of seven to ten as a page, who learned social skills and about weapons and horses (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1200-1300 17).  After being promoted to squire, he learned to fight and ride in earnest while serving under a knight (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1200-1300 17).  Squires rode with their masters on the hunt and into battle (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1400-1500 6-7).  In battle the squire was responsible to coming to the aid of his master by remounting the knight if unhorsed or attending to him if wounded.  If the squire did well he would be knighted himself around the ages of eighteen to twenty-one (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1300-1400 16).  

Training as a squire began on foot and progressed to mounted work.  Squires and knights might use wooden wasters against each other to practice wielding a sword (Bouchard 30).  Learning control of a lance also began on foot.  Squires would run at a seated knight or quintain with the lance to practice before learning to manage the long weapon on horseback (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1300-1400 59).  Once he progressed past brandishing the lance on foot the squire still would not go immediately to horseback.  There was an intermediary phase where the trainee would ride a wooden barrel horse pulled by others to tilt at the quintain (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1200-1300 17).  The quintain could be fixed or rotating.  The fixed quintain could be little more than a shield or target mounted on a post.  The more widely recognised rotating quintain had a shield fixed to one end of a pivoting arm with a counterweight on the other end.  The spinning counterweight taught the rider to get out of the way as it would hit them if they were either too slow or the hit was poor (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1400-1500 7).  Other skill-at-arms games that were used included cutting at the pell to teach sword handling skills and ring spearing (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1400-1500 7).  Ring spearing entailed riding a course and catching a series of rings most likely suspended by string from a stand (Bouchard 30).  Successful spearing of the rings required a steady aim, accuracy and coordination that would later be essential in battle or tournaments (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1400-1500 7).  Training in skill-at-arms did not end once knighted.  The tasks used for initial training would also be used to maintain and improve skills.  

Before a squire could learn to wield any weapon from the back of a horse, he first needed to learn to ride.  The style of riding used in the Middle Ages seems unfamiliar to modern riders.  The modern forward seat was developed by Federice Caprilli, who lived from 1868 to 1907 (Edwards 18).  The closest remnant of the medieval riding position preserved in a modified form is in the western style of working ranches (Barclay 122).  Medieval knights rode with long stirrups and a straight leg extended out to the front to brace against the cantle of the saddle (Edwards 29).  

The bracing against the saddle provided a secure seat and maximum power.  The secure seat helped reduce the risk of being unhorsed and from being thrown against either pommel or cantle (Edwards 29).  Without a properly secure seat, the knight risked being a hard blow from the cantle upon impact with another knight (Sidnell 317).  A hit from the high pommel could occur if the horse shied or stumbled or again in the aftermath of a collision (Edwards 29; Barclay 122).  When the knight braced himself in the tack he avoided sliding in the saddle and absorbing some of the power that could go into the blow (Sidnell 317).   

To some extent the extension of the legs in the medieval riding position could not be avoided.  The saddles of the period were constructed in such a way that the stirrup leathers were fastened quite far forward (Barclay 122).  The saddles necessitating the forward leg, thus indirectly contributed to the use of long spurs (Edwards 30).  The long shank of the spur would have been required to simply reach the horse’s side.  

Squires learned horsemanship and riding skills as they trained to become a knight. They learned to ride by controlling primarily with the seat and legs (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1200-1300 17).  When in battle or a tournament a knight would be wielding a weapon with his right arm and possibly holding a shield on the left.  In this type of situation, the reins would be essentially of no use even while held in the left hand.  The reins also had to be held rather high in order to present the shield correctly and to avoid the raised pommel (Edwards 30).  With the potentially severe bits used, any large or sudden movement could inflict great damage on the horse’s mouth.  While there must have been harsh and cruel riders during this time, all indications point to skilled riders with highly trained mounts that used very little of the available leverage (Edwards 29).  

A good warhorse had to be well trained and responsive to the rider in any situation, or else even the most skilled knight could not be a successful warrior.  It took years to train a horse in the skills needed in battle, which included moving straight and standing quietly (Bouchard 22, 99).  If a horse moves straight, the rider can direct the animal much more efficiently and accurately, which would be important on the battlefield.  Standing quietly facilitates mounting for the rider, and in the event of an unhorsing the knight would not want his horse running off or dancing around as he tries to remount.  These skills were and are applicable to the training of any horse, not just one for war.  The knight’s chargers would have to learn to accept and work in armour, unlike any other riding horse that would only have saddle and bridle to become accustomed to (Bouchard 99). 

 A good mount would be highly attuned to leg aids and would likely neck rein like a modern western horse (Edwards 30).  With the harsh nature of period bits, a simply lift of the hand would be enough to garner a response and the knight rode by “the threat of a severe bit rather than by its application (Edwards 30).”  Indeed, if the knight was heavy handed, he would ruin his horse’s mouth and the horse would become resistant due to the fear of pain.  The best warhorses were believed to be between the ages of eight and twelve years (Bouchard 22).  This range gives time for the horse to fully mature and be entirely trained, while still being young enough to withstand the expected workload.  

 The charger had to be so well trained and responsive that it would respond to the knight’s aids and charge into the fray defying all natural instincts.  Horses may seem big, confident and intimidating, but they are prey animals.  A horse’s instincts tell it to shy or spook and run away from danger (Warhorse 1).  A warhorse was expected to charge into danger, not balk at the sights, sounds and smells or battle and remain focused on the knight’s commands (Newman 237).  All the demands placed on the knight’s horse are utterly contrary to a horse’s nature.  

The training of warhorses to defy their natural instincts was critical to the success and safety of the knight.  Some horses are less spooky than others and the choosing of a suitable horse to be used as a charger was essential.  When it comes to training, horses are quick to learn and slow to forget (Warhorse 1).  The intelligence horses possess and the way they learn shapes the methods used to train them in order to get the most out of them.  Xenophon was one of the first to describe the training of the horse for war and some of his methods are still used today to train any horse.  He advocated the humane treatment of the horses as beating and use of force will only frighten a horse (Warhorse 1).  Any obedience will only be out of fear and would never be as effective as horse and rider working as a partnership built on trust.  To overcome the horse’s instincts, the horse must be desensitised to the noises and sights that would be encountered in battle or tournament (Warhorse 1).  Desensitisation entails repeated exposure to the stimuli until the horse accepts it as something normal and not scary.  

The medieval knight wanted his horse to be just as effective a weapon as his sword or lance.  Coursers and destriers were stallions to make use of the horse’s aggression and to maintain the knight’s image of power and prestige (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1300-1400 59; Bouchard 99).  Geldings were ridden by ‘lesser folk’ and mares were reduced to pulling carts and other ‘ignoble’ uses (Barclay 125).  In the event of an injury during battle, an already aggressive horse could become downright dangerous (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1400-1500 31; Bouchard 99).   Rather than being deterred or distracted by the pain, the horse would act violently and lash out.  

Warhorses of the period were taught and encouraged to engage in behaviours that are generally considered very bad manners in the horse world.  The horses would rear, kick and strike out at the enemy soldiers and possibly other horses (Edwards 30).  A horse can kick with a force greater than its own considerable weight and a shod hoof would only make a more forceful and painful impact with a person.  Nailed on horseshoes appeared in 9th century allowing the horses to cover greater distances on rougher terrain and remain sound (Bouchard 99; Barclay 114).  The iron shoes had a secondary purpose as a weapon.  Some historians declare that horses were shod with cleats on occasion with the intention of inflicting more damage (Corrick 23).  Cleats or studs would cause more damage and were in use during the time, but that is not the whole story.  Early medieval shoes used large nails that protruded out of the shoe much like cleats and also had calkins on the heel (Hyland, The Warhorse: 1250-1600 10).  The main function of the calkins or studs was to give better traction.  Just as athletes wear cleats on the playing field to give grip, the calkins helped the horse maintain its footing on the slippery turf of a battlefield.   

  The rears and kicks of the haute école airs above the ground are often said to have been derived from the battle manoeuvres of the medieval warhorse.  The schools of equitation that practice the haute école did not arise until the Renaissance, after the domination of the battlefield by the mounted knight was over (Chamberlain 183).  The airs above the ground would have exposed the horse’s vulnerable belly and require a great deal of calm and concentration that would simply not be available on a battlefield (Chamberlain 197).  The airs are most likely to be a “supreme refinement of a medieval ideal (Edwards 30).”  Edward Chamerlain describes the high school manoeuvres as the “barbaric paired with the civilised” being extremely elegant moves that merely imitate what would be seen in battle (190).  In many ways the haute école is like fencing, an elegant, stylised, and refined gentlemanly sport far removed from its origins in combat. 
Once the uses and purposes of the medieval knight’s horses, the training and demands placed upon them and the burdens they were expected to bear have been examined the appearance and size of those horses can be determined.  Full of hyperbole, Donald Braider asserts that:

The proportions and brute strength of the medieval great horse which was bred to carry the fully-armoured cavalier are awesome.  The archetype of the epoch is surely the Ardennes….The armour of the knight was so heavy that its wearer in many cases was unable to stand up in it without assistance.  He could be set astride his mount (the horse itself frequently caparisoned with material of even greater weight) only by means of some sort of hoist.  The combined burden of rider and armour could easily exceed 700 pounds.  A normal riding horse could carry such a load only briefly and for a short distance at a slow gait.  To bear it for hours and at speed, and to be able to manoeuvre effectively when in close and dangerous quarters, demanded a truly remarkable creature (58).
However, all evidence points to the contrary.  Many historians have come to the conclusion that the knight’s destriers were about the size of a modern heavy hunter, not particularly tall, but stocky and strong (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1400-1500 19).  

Evidence of a smaller horse includes period illustrations, surviving armour and tack and physical remains (Newman 235; Clutton-Brock 124).  The Normans rode horses that most probably stood between fourteen and fifteen hands high (Sidnell 320).  A shorter horse was advantageous as it enabled the knight to reach down at the infantry and would be much easier to mount.  As the needs of the knights changed through the medieval period, the horses were bred in response and grew larger over the years (Bouchard 22).  Even at their largest, the knight’s mount probably never stood higher than sixteen hands (Sidnell 320).  Surviving armour and horseshoes of the era simply would not have fit a draught horse.  Other accounts provide evidence that enormous horses were not the norm.  Henry VIII enacted laws to increase the size of horses requiring stallions to be fifteen hands and mares thirteen hands high, but that was not until 1535 (Barclay 135).    


In addition to height, the build and conformation of the warhorse changed as tactics of warfare changed.  Riding by and throwing spears required a different type of horse than charging with a couched lance.  When dealing with thrown spears, the knight wanted a horse that was light and fast with stamina (Newman 235).  Once heavy cavalry shock tactics were in use, the horses needed to be heavier in both muscle and bone to withstand the impacts received and to give that same sort of impact in return (Warhorse 2; F. Gies & J. Gies 88).  For this reason horse breeders in Flanders and northern France in particular began breeding larger, heavier horses (F. Gies & J. Gies 272).  Yet the destrier’s value was still in build rather than height.  A quality destrier was deep chested and muscular with strength and stamina (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1300-1400 59; Sidnell 320).  Destriers also needed to be nimble in battle, not plodding cart horses (Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1400-1500 19).  Heavy draught horses did not even begin to appear anywhere until the 16th century, as oxen were preferred for draught work (Barclay 121).  If heavy draught horses were ever used in the battlefield, it would have been to pull heavy artillery as draught breeds are built for pulling (Newman 235).  


Researchers must be careful when comparing the medieval horse to modern breeds.  Horses are no longer being bred for carrying an armoured knight and even breeds that are descended from the knight’s chargers do not look as they would have five hundred years ago.  To begin to compare modern breeds to the horses of the past, the first step is to look at the regions noted for the quality of the horses.  Many accounts refer to the best warhorses as coming from either the northwest of France or Spain (Corrick 22).  The conflicts in these two areas give a hint that there likely was Arab and Barb influence on the local horses to create the destrier.  Accounts from the early Middle Ages praise the Arab horse from Spain that would have been introduced by Saracen invaders (Newman 235).  


The Iberian horse was considered fit for a king, indicating the quality and worth of the best horses.  The modern Andalusian and Lusitano are the descendants of the early Iberian horse.  The Spanish horses were greatly influenced by the Arab and Barb horses, and in turn influenced a great number of breeds (Chamberlain 18-20).  The Andalusian is particularly noted by its contribution to the Lipizzaner breed, most famous for being the horses performing the haute école at the Spanish Riding School in Vienna.  The Andalusian and Lusitano are both noted for their bravery as evidenced in their performance in the bullfights (Chamberlain 20).  Very similar to the Iberian breeds, and indeed a related breed, is the jet black Friesian of the Netherlands.  As far back as the days of the Roman Empire, the Frisian horses were noted for being good cavalry horses and later Spanish horses were brought to the area and helped improve the native animals (Sidnell 320).  


When looking at native breeds of France to investigate what the knight rode, the best candidates are the Norman Cob and Percheron.  The Norman Cob is a relatively small riding horse, but very thick and strong at the same time, fulfilling the criteria a knight would be looking for (Newman 235).  A cob is a type of horse characterised by a stocky, powerful conformation, but on the short side.  In some ways a cob has the conformation of a scaled down heavy horse suitable for riding.   The Percheron, while a draught breed, had a large Arab influence.  The larger native horses of the Le Perche region were bred with the Arabs left after the Battle of Tours, leaving the legacy of a refined, elegant heavy horse (Chamberlain 18).  Over the centuries the Percheron has changed depending on the influx of more Arab or more heavy horse blood.  Even today the Percherons in France are larger and heavier than their American counterpart.  


While the popular perception is of the knight riding a horse such as a Shire or Clydesdale, real heavy horses did not appear until very late in the Middle Ages.  Horses were not commonly used for ploughing until after the 15th century (Barclay 132).  This was not until after the decline of the use of heavy cavalry by knights.  Following the decline of their use in battle, the former great horses of the knights were no longer bred to be warhorses but for civilian jobs.  The improvement of roads and development of the carriage changed the role of the heavier horses providing another job to fill (Barclay 123; Chamberlain 147).  These civilian jobs for horses led to the breeding of horses for draught purposes and the subsequent development of draught breeds.  


The knight may have ridden a ‘great horse’ but that did not mean a ponderous draught horse.  Actually a successful knight needed a whole team of horses.  He required a regular riding horse known as the palfrey, packhorses or sumpters, rounceys for his squires and the most famous, his chargers be they coursers or destriers.  In battle the knight needed a strong, hardy mount that was also agile and nimble.  The charger used in battle and tournament required spirit, intelligence and even aggression sometimes.  The knight could not be faint-hearted, nor could his noble steed.  The warhorse of the knight was both his most valuable weapon and defence developed after years of training and formation of a solid partnership.  The gentle giants of today may have had some influence by descendants of the great horses of the knights, but the knights, chevaliers, caballeros and ritters rode into battle on nobles steeds to win fortunes, honour and renown.    
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