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Foreword


Late-twentieth century historians, as a whole, disapproved of hunting. As a result they tended to underrate its significance in the medieval centuries. They would note its popularity, especially with the aristocracy, and pass on, regretting the frivolity (or the cruelty), to other weightier and worthier matters. Or, in the case of the common man hounded for poaching, highlight only his struggle against repression. Both focuses were misleading, for hunting was central to the lives of all classes, and enjoyed by all three estates and both sexes. In this splendid new examination of the subject, Richard Almond brings manuscript illustration, documentary sources and literary evidence together to lay bare the purposes, methods, customs and rituals of the pursuit of wild game as a shared culture.


Most of what writing there has been on hunting has focused on the aristocracy, understandably because the surviving sources were generated for their use and pleasure. Besides throwing new light on aristocratic hunting, especially the under-researched participation of women, Almond here does full justice to the hunting practised by the common man, which had its own skills and rituals. Inevitably, since aristocrats sought to preserve a monopoly of the best sport, hunting could be a source of social conflict. However, in the later Middle Ages, from which centuries the greater quantity of evidence survives, hunting was less divisive than either before or after. Broadly speaking, in an era of low population, there was enough game to go around. Social barriers were crossed not just in the organisation of the hunt, but also, as illustrations show, in the aristocratic knowledge and appreciation of general practice.


Nevertheless the boar and especially the deer, were the noble quarry. The aristocratic rituals and ceremonies developed in pursuit of the hart, the mature, male red deer, were of deep cultural significance on several levels. The chase was seen as a preparation for war, not only because it made men fit and hardy, but also because the hunter put himself at risk. Going over the tusks or the antlers for the kill was a moment of supreme danger. It was also a moment, as poets knew, erotically charged. Hunting was thus more than a pastime, a preparation for war, or part of the struggle for existence; it ritually re-enacted male domination. To be learned in venery was as essential an attribute of nobility as to be well-versed in chivalry.


What sets the book apart from earlier works on the subject is the skilled reading of the visual evidence, set against the poetic treatment of the topic and the information provided in the instructional manuals which guided aristocratic hunting. Almond is too good a cultural historian to assume that what illustrators were commissioned to show, poets composed for their audiences, or even instructors set down for the learner, can unquestioningly be taken as representations of reality, of what actually happened. It is one of the great strengths of this work that he continually probes into what might be a representation of the actuality and what of the ideal. What we know of medieval hunting is thus as much how men wanted it to be perceived as what it in practice entailed. But in itself the very representation is highly revealing of the medieval world view. This is a book that both redresses a gap in our understanding and, through its analysis of the evidence, especially the visual, opens up a new window on the medieval mind.


Professor Tony Pollard, 2003




Introduction


Hunting. One of the oldest activities of man and linked from the earliest times with gathering. Today, however, it is one of the most emotive words in the British Isles, immediately conjuring up stereotypical images of fox-hunting, regularly thrust at the public by the British media, hunt-supporters and the anti-hunting lobby. At the outset, therefore, it must be stated that this book is a scholarly study of hunting in the Middle Ages and of its place and functions in late medieval society. In the time-span with which this book primarily deals, the later medieval period and Renaissance (roughly from the early thirteenth to the end of the sixteenth centuries), there were numerous methods of hunting and a wide variety of beasts and birds to hunt, many of which are no longer legitimate quarry species.


Hunting and hawking are an integral part of European culture and they have provided an immense wealth of written and illustrative material, much of it instructive, some humorous, some ludicrous and not a little of it ambiguous and requiring reading on several levels. All of this evidence, however, is interesting, whatever one’s views on modern hunting, and assists in recreating a picture of medieval life and society. Because it was an important part of everyday life, hunting was a feature of some schoolboy songs in the Middle Ages.1 Hunting still survives in a few children’s rhymes, notably ‘Bye Baby Bunting, Daddy’s gone a’ hunting, / Gone to get a rabbit skin, to wrap a Baby Bunting in’. On wider and higher literary levels, the works of Boccaccio, Chaucer and Shakespeare all include passages about, and clear allusions to, hunting and hawking, as do those of many other writers of the period. This is not surprising; these pastimes were part of their culture and everybody else’s, whatever their class or status. For those fortunate enough to be able to participate in the formal chase on horseback and in hawking, which was also pursued on horseback, there were a number of well-known instruction texts on quarry species, methodology, dress and correct behaviour. These didactic manuals and treatises make fascinating reading for anybody remotely interested in what country life was like and how the aristocracy and gentry behaved and even thought, many centuries ago. The illustrated heritage of hunting and hawking is, perhaps, by its very nature, more immediately fascinating. The evidence is overwhelming in variety and amount and includes fabulous illuminated manuscripts such as Books of Hours and psalters, panel paintings, altar pieces, paintings by famous artists, tapestries, wall-paintings, frescoes, stained and painted glass, tomb sculpture and wood-carvings such as misericords. It has the advantage of being virtually all in colour too, so in that respect alone is more empathic to the mind-picture of the period than black-and-white photographs of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries which inevitably conjure up images of a dull, drab, monochrome world. The medieval world was none of these things; the pictorial evidence grabs the imagination and presents a colourful and intensely romantic slice of history. Is this image accurate? It is not, but it does nevertheless form some part of the whole picture and all the evidence of hunting is vitally important in the clarification, assemblage and creation of a holistic image of the medieval world.


Confusions of terminology need to be clarified at this point. What was ‘hunting’ in the late medieval period and Renaissance? From the 1750s in England, when a Leicestershire landowner called Hugo Meynell began to raise faster breeds of foxhound,2 the term hunting has referred specifically to hunting live quarry with foxhounds, basset hounds, beagles, harriers, otter hounds or staghounds. With the invention of personal firearms which were capable of hitting moving or flying quarry, shooting evolved as a separate field sport in the British Isles. The ancient pastime (not occupation) of angling was already considered a separate sport. This division is not so in continental Europe, North America or most of the rest of the world, where hunting is used as a much more generic term which covers all varieties of hunting and shooting. A working definition of what I regard as medieval hunting is therefore necessary at this point. In order to try and accommodate the great wealth and variety of evidence from the Middle Ages and early Renaissance, my parameters are necessarily wide: Hunting is the pursuit and taking of wild quarry, whether animal or bird, using any method or technique. Wilhelm Schlag, the author of the Summary and Commentary accompanying The Hunting Book of Gaston Phébus, a recent translation of Manuscrit français 616, the best version of Livre de chasse, defines hunting as follows:


Hunting in this context, and throughout the book, denotes all methods of taking game employed at the time, i.e. by shooting with bow and crossbow, trapping, etc., and not merely chasing it on horseback with a pack of hounds.3


His definition, too, is wider than the general historical notion of medieval hunting, embracing as it does methods other than the aristocratic chase. Even so, his study is of one particular treatise which necessarily constrains his parameters.


What was considered ‘game’ in the Middle Ages? It certainly did not include all ‘fur and feather’, but, equally, the term covered more than the modern, legally defined game birds and animals. It was to some extent, therefore, a more generic term than it is today or has been for several centuries. The aristocratic medieval hunter’s division of quarry into the categories of ‘beasts of the chase’, ‘beasts of venery’ and ‘vermin’ is discussed in chapter three.


Anglers will immediately note that fishing is excluded from my definition of hunting. This is not because I am anti-fishing. The very reverse, as I was brought up by my father to be a fly fisherman. There is a very good reason for omitting fishing and it is that ‘fishing with an angle’ has its own fascinating history and there are scholarly historians of angling who research and write about it. One of the latest historical works to be published is Dame Juliana – The Angling Treatyse and its Mysteries, by Fred Buller and Hugh Falkus. Some anglers protest that fly fishing is true hunting and I agree that it contains many of the essential elements of hunting: the quest, the stalk, the pursuit, the fight and the death. However, it was, and is, treated as a separate subject by authors and there I must leave the matter. Disappointed anglers may be interested to find a short discussion on the status of angling in the Middle Ages in chapter six.


Having defined hunting, a further question needs some consideration at this early stage. Where did hunting take place? The parameters of hunting are so wide that depending upon the scale and method, it could have occurred just about anywhere, ranging from woodland, through heath and waste to pond, field and orchard. Throughout this book I have used several terms which refer to where hunting took place and these need to be clarified now to avoid confusion. A Forest belonged to the monarch and was a legal term for an area subject to the Forest Laws which were codified by the king. Each Forest was administered by a hierarchy of appointed officials who were accountable to the king. An area such as the New Forest was originally a preserve for hunting deer, reserved for the king and to whomever he granted licence. The inhabitants of a Forest usually retained long-established use-rights (usufruct) within the area, unlike the situation in a park.4 A chase was a free liberty; hence the Forest Laws did not apply to such an area. However, in practice this distinction was usually lost for many of the chases were granted to favoured nobles and prelates by the king, who retained jurisdiction and required the Forest Laws to be observed and enforced through seigneurial courts. In addition, when the Crown acquired chases from subjects, whether through confiscation, lack of an heir or by gift, then the Forest Laws automatically became applicable to those areas.5 A park or deer-park was an area completely enclosed from the common waste by a permanent fence of wooden pales, constructed to hold breeding populations of red, fallow or roe deer for the purpose of hunting by the owner. A park was usually situated close to the main residence from which the progress of the hunt could be viewed. A park could belong to the king, an aristocrat, a prelate or an ecclesiastical body and was usually administered by a parker or keeper. The right of imparking could be granted or purchased and the number of parks increased enormously during the later Middle Ages and Tudor period.6 As well as creating chases and licensing imparkment to favoured persons such as tenants-in-chief, the Crown could also grant rights of free warren, the entitlement to hunt for lesser game (not red deer) on the demesne land of the grantee. Parks and free warrens only had the protection of Common Law.7


As the habitat suitable for red deer diminished, the necessity to impark and hunt captive populations became more urgent. The number of Forests and chases in England and Wales is unknown, but recent research at St. John’s College, Oxford, by John Langton and Graham Jones has revised the customary figure of below 200 to about 650 in England and 350 in Wales.8 Outside the Forest boundaries, chases, imparked areas, free warrens and conygers (garrenas), freeholders were allowed to hunt on unenclosed land.9 For the common man who was not a freeholder, areas where he could hunt using his own methods were usually severely curtailed by law and often necessitated a clandestine approach. Hence, although there was a great deal of commonalty hunting, much was discreet or unlawful. However, poaching on royal and other men’s land was by no means restricted to rustic peasants and other humble folk.


The main purpose of this book is to demonstrate incontrovertibly that in the late medieval world hunting was a universal activity. It must follow, therefore, that I believe that most of the population either hunted in some way or at least had some knowledge of hunting and its vocabulary. My book presents a considerable corpus of evidence which strongly supports this belief. The available material indicates that rank and status were the deciding factors in how one hunted and what was hunted. In other words, different levels of society hunted in markedly different ways using methods and techniques peculiar to, and indicative of, their own class. Scholars studying the later Middle Ages should be aware of this and acknowledge hunting as one of the most important activities in the medieval world. These are considerable assertions, largely for two reasons. Firstly, almost all recent British historians, with a very few notable exceptions, either ignore hunting as if it did not exist or simply dismiss it in a few lines, relegating the art of venery to the level of an élitist sport confined to the nobility. Secondly, again with the same exceptions, very little scholarly research has been conducted into hunting. It is not that a corpus of evidence does not exist or is unavailable in both textual and pictorial form. Rather it is that over the course of the twentieth century, the great majority of British historians have tended to disregard hunting and its important place within the social and economic fabric of the medieval world. William Baillie-Grohman and his wife Florence, joint editors of The Master of Game (1904 and 1909), were the great exceptions to this lack of interest. A select few modern historians of the medieval period have acknowledged the importance of hunting in their overall considerations of late medieval society; these include Maurice Keen, Nicholas Orme, Anthony J. Pollard and Oliver Rackham. However, almost no specialist or single-study books on medieval hunting were published by English authors and very few scholarly articles appeared in the academic press until the late 1980s. The great exception to this general neglect was Lexicon of the Mediaeval German Hunt, by David Dalby, published in 1965, a fastidiously researched work on Germanic hunting methodology and vocabulary. Thus, as less and less was researched and written on the subject in the twentieth century, so hunting really did lose its significance. Interest was not to be revived in this country until John Cummins published The Hound and the Hawk, the Art of Medieval Hunting, in 1988, later reinforced at a literary level by Anne Rooney’s Hunting in Middle English Literature, in 1993. Roger Manning’s scholarly Hunters and Poachers, A Cultural and Social History of Unlawful Hunting in England 1485–1640, appeared in the same year. Jean Birrell made a valuable contribution to our understanding of peasant deer poaching in royal Forests in her chapter in Progress and Problems in Medieval England, published in 1996.


Although hunting and hawking are acknowledged to be recurrent themes in late medieval English and European literature,10 for the majority of modern readers the many references to these activities are undetected and remain hidden, and are thus without any contextual significance. However, if one is versed in medieval hunting vocabulary and, in addition, possesses a theoretical and pragmatic widely based knowledge of modern hunting methodology, the numerous references to hunting and hawking in imaginative and romantic medieval works are very significant. Recent work on the identification and usage of hunting language within the fifteenth-century ballads of Robin Hood demonstrates this point. The authors have used hunting and woodsman’s language to try and establish the outlaw’s possible occupation, and the universal audience for whom the ballads were written.11 The original ballads have been analysed by scholars ad infinitum yet the significance of this vocabulary has been almost completely ignored. This in itself is puzzling as all the Middle English words can be found in the hunting manuals and treatises and the rhymes can only be fully understood when the language is properly clarified.


Man’s atavistic traits and the need to be ‘at one with nature’ were inevitably experienced far more strongly by medieval man, whatever his class, than by his modern counterpart. This is understandable as most of the population lived and were employed in the countryside. Perhaps 95 per cent were peasants, the majority of them unfree, living and working in village communities. The nobles and gentry tended to live in the countryside, visiting and administering their estates and manors. Many of the great monasteries and abbeys were situated in great rural estates. There were few towns and cities, and in England, with the exception of London, these were small in size. Norwich was probably the wealthiest and most populous town after London by 1520, and Bristol, Canterbury, Gloucester and Lincoln were all important centres of trade and commerce. Lay poll tax returns for 1377 indicate that the population of York, the so-called capital of the north, may have numbered some eleven thousand at the end of the fourteenth century,12 slightly larger than a small modern market town such as Richmond in North Yorkshire. However, as trade developed in the later Middle Ages, so too did towns and ports, particularly those connected with England’s premier export industry, the wool trade, later to be overtaken by the trade in cloth. But in spite of this increasing urbanisation, even townsmen remained in touch with the countryside. Land was owned and cultivated just outside the city walls, farmers living within the town but walking without the walls each day to work. Animals were kept in yards and gardens within the town. Townsmen of all levels hunted and poached in the fields and woods surrounding the town, using the same methods as their rural brethren. Wealthy townsmen, particularly the merchant class, who were ambitious and anxious to rise in status, imitated their social superiors and took up the mounted chase. Thus the links between town and country remained unbroken for centuries, only to be severed, but even then not completely, with enclosures and the mass movement of labour to the industrial cities for employment from the mid-eighteenth century onwards. Two and a half centuries later, that break is almost complete. Politics, investment, planning and development are very largely orientated towards urban areas and their communication links. Even British agriculture, the provider of at least some of our food and guardian of the land, is misunderstood, neglected, misused and abused by the authorities and many of the general public. Hatred of hunting by some Members of Parliament is but one unfortunate facet of this loss of ease with nature and our countryside heritage.


The atavistic urge or need to hunt, described by John Cummins as:


the fulfilment of an enduring compulsion to retain a link with nature in a period barely emerging from the primitive, when immersing oneself in the forests of Europe could still create the illusion of being amid a limitless wilderness with infinitely renewable sources of game,13


was, and to some extent still is, a powerful psychological impetus to hunters. Although it seems unlikely that the hungry peasant out poaching would have been aware of these emotions, educated nobles certainly were, and Gaston Fébus, in particular, writes of the satisfaction of simple pastoral delights in his manual of hunting Livre de chasse,14 as does the anonymous author of The Parlement of the Thre Ages,15 although this poem belongs to a tradition of didactic literature rather than that of hunting treatises. My point here is that the fundamental desire to hunt was common to all men (and of course, to many women) and that to associate hunting exclusively with the upper levels of medieval society is not only inaccurate but completely unrealistic. This bias in favour of hunting as a purely élitist pastime was initiated by the authors of the manuals, particularly the English writers, who largely ignored the hunting methods of the commonalty and in their writings concentrated on upper-class hunting techniques. Secondary sources appear to have perpetuated this trend and so the inaccuracy gained credence, becoming an accepted ‘well-known fact’. However, the main purpose of the hunting manual was to present the knowledge of venery from an aristocratic viewpoint to an aristocratic audience; hence bias was inevitable.


Certainly, a great deal of the ancient lore of hunting and woodcraft has been lost as society has increasingly moved away from the land and into towns and cities; this must be to the detriment of the many variants of hunting and shooting which still flourish today. Fortunately, much hunting and hawking meth-odology and wisdom was written down in what can be termed how-to-do-it books, the late medieval hunting texts. In spite of their frequent disorder and fragmentary structure, the most outstanding features of these fourteenth- and fifteenth-century hunting manuals and treatises is the vast accumulated knowledge they contain and the expertise which is indicated and expected of the true hunter. These early books of instruction were compiled and written by aristocratic authors for the education of aristocratic or ‘gentle’ hunters, young and old.


To authors of works on hunting such as Gaston III, compte de Foix, and Edward, Duke of York, hunting was not just a sport or pastime; it was the essence of life itself, the very reason for existence. In the Prologue to his Livre de chasse, probably the most informative and technically useful text on medieval hunting, Gaston Fébus writes of the three delights of his life – arms, love and hunting, but claims to be an expert only in the last.16 However, even for the nobility, there was more to hunting than mere pleasure and its various functions are clarified and examined in chapter one.


In his love of hunting, the medieval noble usually had the example of his monarch. Famous royal hunters included Holy Roman Emperors Frederick II of Hohenstaufen and Maximilian I, Kings Edward III and Henry IV of England and Philip II of France. Royalty and the upper classes hunted as part of their heritage; it was expected of them; it was part of being a gentleman. William Langland commented in Piers Plowman that it was proper for ‘lewede men to labory, lordes to honte’,17 and this view of the formal chase as élitist and the prerogative of the ruling classes is undoubtedly accurate. Aristocratic hunting is both well documented and profusely illustrated. My approach to sorting this somewhat unwieldy corpus of evidence into a useable and coherent structure was to divide the material into two chapters: in chapter two, the elements of aristocratic prerogative, dress and equipment are considered; in chapter three, quarry type, language, methodology and techniques are examined.


In contrast, commonalty hunting lacks direct evidence and even indirect evidence is in short supply. Both textual and pictorial information on lesser men hunting tends to be marginal to the aristocratic chase. A few medieval authors acknowledge commonalty hunting methods and techniques, others ignore them completely. Much of the official evidence recording commonalty hunting refers specifically to deer poaching whereas the frequency with which other quarry was hunted is more difficult to assess. The threads of evidence showing that people from other classes hunted in their own ways constitute chapter four. As the amount of evidence is relatively small compared to that for aristocratic hunting, the systematic approach combines the structures of chapters two and three, providing some measure of comparison for the reader.


However, even the mounted aristocratic chase and its success depended upon the administration, organisation and expertise of the king’s, or great magnate’s, hunt establishment. This organisation consisted of a hierarchy of officials and salaried professional huntsmen, most of whom were not of gentle birth but originated in the commonalty. These men were ‘lerned’ but not ‘gentle’, as William Baillie-Grohman’s compilation of hunt officials and their salaries in The Master of Game clearly indicates.18 In The Stag of Love, Marcelle Thiébaux comments that ‘there is no lack of medieval evidence of the hunt’s widespread practice’19 and this can reasonably be interpreted to include the participation of those other than the nobility, that is, the employed hunt officials. Furthermore, in certain methods of hunting, the professionals employed beaters from the locality to drive game, principally deer, towards the gentle hunters waiting at their stands or trysts, bows in hand. Were these peasant beaters participators in the hunt? I think that they were and undoubtedly their experience made them knowledgeable of aristocratic hunting practices, just as modern beaters are au fait with every aspect of grouse- or pheasant-shooting, although they are not actually shooting the game themselves. Poaching is the great grey area of hunting. All classes were doing it, including nobles, gentry, ecclesiastics and townsmen, even women, and being prosecuted and fined by the Forest courts. Where do poachers fit into the structure of medieval society? Both occupational hunting and poaching are explored in chapter five.


Then there is the conundrum and ambiguity of medieval women hunting. Were they active participants with a true ‘lernedness’ of venery or merely decorative audience on the sidelines? Why were they apparently marginalised by men and why do modern historians remain silent on this subject? What other roles did women play within the wide parameters of hunting? This complex subject is analysed in chapter six.


The traditional picture of medieval hunting is thus not as clear cut as most historians would have us believe. We need to assess a wide variety of evidence, searching in particular for three elements, participation, quarry species and methodology, in order to appreciate the universality of hunting and its essential contribution towards a better understanding of our medieval forebears. Chapter seven is thus necessarily a brief summary of the eclectic collection of evidence and my own thoughts on the interpretation of this material, together with some examples of composite pictorial evidence which support my notion of the universality of hunting.


Finally, I must make two points relating to the analysis and interpretation of the source material used in the compilation of this book. Firstly, throughout the book I have used both textual and illustrated sources and have endeavoured, wherever possible, to read them together in order to produce clear and plausible results. Secondly, the precise interpretation of any evidence, particularly illustrated material from hundreds of years ago, presents particular problems and challenges to the historian attempting to elucidate what actually happened and what constituted ‘reality’. There are almost always several levels of meaning to a medieval or Renaissance hunting illustration, whether it be from a manuscript, painting, misericord or tapestry. This multiplicity of possible meanings also often applies to medieval literature, especially romantic and imaginative texts. Although this methodological difficulty provokes issues, sometimes of an ambiguous or conflicting nature, it is also immensely stimulating to the historian and helps make the interpretation of medieval and Renaissance sources an utterly fascinating pursuit.




ONE


‘Delite’ and Other Functions


In Livre de chasse, a canonical manuscript begun on 1 May 1387 and completed in 1389,1 Gaston Fébus remarks ‘tout mon temps me suis delite par espicial en trois choses, l’une est en armes, l’autre est en amours, et l’autre si est en chasce . . . .’2 This illustrates the importance that hunting held in the life and mind of one medieval French noble, a self-confessed hunting enthusiast and former mercenary captain who had retired from his profession to his vast estates in south-west France. However, it can be applied to a greater or lesser extent to the educated European upper classes as a genre and as a class. The Second Estate, the nobility and knights, hunted and were expected to do so. Not everybody in the establishment automatically approved, however; in his satirical work Policraticus, John of Salisbury derides hunting as one of the diversions and frivolities of courtiers and adopts a hostile, even socialistic, attitude towards aristocratic hunters.3 In addition, he acidly remarks ‘Rarely is one found to be modest or dignified, rarely self-controlled, and in my opinion never temperate.’4 Harsh words, although he admits his criticisms are partially for amusement’s sake.


Yet in spite of the apparent monopoly of this pastime by the upper classes, hunting in its widest sense was not the preserve of the courtiers and educated élites. Owing to the various and disparate needs of medieval society, the functions of hunting ensured that it was widely engaged in throughout every community.


For the ruling classes, avoiding idleness, and therefore sin, was important and hunting provided the ideal anodyne of healthy, violent and enjoyable exercise. Edward, Duke of York, using the words of Gaston Fébus, comments on this function of venery:


The first resouns is for the game causeth oft a man to eschewe þe vii deedly synnes. Secoundly men byn bettir ryding, and more just and more vndyrstondyng, and more appert, and more esye and more vndirtakyng, and bettir knowyng of all contrees and of all passages . . . and helthe of man and of his sowle for ho that fleeth þe vii dedly synnes . . . shal be saued, than a good huntere shal be saued, and in this world haue joye ynow, and of gladnesse and of solace . . . .5


He continues in the same manner, emphasising the dreadful possibilities idleness afforded for dwelling on the sins of the flesh:


for whan a man is ydul and rechless without travayle and men ben occupyed to be doyng somme þinges, and abideth ther in here oiþer in here Chambre it is a thyng which draweth men to ymaginacioun of fleishly lust an plaisire. . . .6


Gentle hunters were instructed in the art of hunting from an early age and The Master of Game advises ‘It wilt tech a man to be a good huntere, first þe must be a childe passid vii. or viii. yere of age or litel elder . . .’.7 According to Nicholas Orme, the tradition of including hunting in the curriculum of young nobles, particularly heroes, dates back to the epics of the twelfth century.8 Gottfried von Strassburg’s Tristan, written in about 1210, provides the earliest available full account of education for a young noble; its requirements include knowledge of tracking and hunting, riding, the military arts and athletics as well as the study of reading, languages and proficiency in music and chess.9 Horn, a king’s son and the hero of a French poem written between 1150 and 1175, learns ‘to play all the instruments under heaven, to hunt in wood and by river, to manage a horse and defend himself’.10 In Guy of Warwick, a slightly later French poem of about 1235, Guy, the son of the Earl of Warwick’s steward, the Lord of Wallingford, has a Master to teach him and is given experience in handling dogs and falcons.11 The education of these fictional young heroes is reflected in that of many historical figures of the late medieval period. Thus, Alexander III of Scotland, aged ten, hunted in Galtres Forest near York in 125112 and Henry VI coursed hares and foxes at Bury St Edmunds in 1433/4 when he was twelve.13 This royal tradition of formalising the subjects included in the educational system was quickly adopted by all ranks of the aristocracy eager to produce educated offspring who would make their way successfully in the world. Thus Geoffrey Chaucer, son of a London vintner, received the education of a gentleman, beginning as a page in the household of Prince Lionel, second son of Edward III.14 This education inevitably included instruction in hunting and hawking, and his poems, such as The Booke of the Duchesse and The Assembly of Foules contain many references and allusions to both aristocratic activities. Several illustrations in Livre de chasse show Gaston Fébus as Master, instructing young nobles in the arts of hunting.15 This gentlemanly ideal of educating one’s sons in the correct way continued into the Tudor period and beyond. Henry VIII’s archbishop, Thomas Cranmer, was an active and enthusiastic athlete in his youth and his father:


was very desirous to have him learned, yet would he not that he should be ignorant in civil and gentleman-like exercises, insomuch that he used him to shoot and many times permitted him to hunt and hawk and to exercise and to ride rough horses . . . after study, he would both hawk and hunt . . . and would sometimes shoot the long bow.16


The curriculum for girls was necessarily different in several respects, but in Medieval Children, Nicholas Orme comments that ‘noble and gentle girls needed to learn table manners like those of their brothers, and some of them took part in hunting of a less exacting kind’.17


For young men of the upper classes, the three basic accomplishments – facility of address, the practice of religion and mastery of etiquette – were acquired early in life, and were followed by knowledge of literature, music and the visual arts and competence at dancing plus training for war, hunting, archery and indoor games. From hunting children learned several essential skills, including horsemanship and the management of weapons, and gained knowledge of terrain, woodcraft and strategy.18 For the future ruling classes, the warriors and leaders in war, hunting provided invaluable lessons and practical experience. This formal education also produced a class which spoke its own technical language of venery and understood the hunters’ catechism of specialised vocabulary, indicating they were ‘lerned’ both by birth and training.19 Because of this early instruction, the upper classes took hunting and hawking as part of their existence for granted and, in addition, the rest of society expected them to participate in these activities. In Piers Plowman William Langland makes this latter point very clearly. Peris, the farmer, agrees to labour, having been told ‘Y shal swynke and swete and sowe for vs bothe’,20 then says to the knight that in return he must guard the Church, protect Peris from wasters and wicked men:


And go hunte hardelyche to hares and to foxes, To bores and to bokkes þat breketh adoun myn hegges, And afayte thy faucones to culle þe wylde foules For þey cometh to my croft my corn to diffoule.21


Other texts reinforce the knightly function of hunting. The fourteenth-century French treatise Le Livre de l’ordre de chevalerie, arguably the most important chivalric manual of the late Middle Ages and probably translated from the lost Le libre del Orde de cauayleria written in about 1276 by Ramon Lull, advises that the knight ‘exercise upon his horse either by hunting or in other ways that may please him’.22 In his War in the Middle Ages, Philippe Contamine refers to the warrior element in hunting, commenting that ‘Because of its role in contemporary armies, all exercise on horseback [by the knightly classes], notably hunting, could be considered as preparation for war’.23 King Alfonso XI, who ruled Castile between 1312 and 1350, echoed the ideas of Xenophon and wrote of the similarities between war and hunting:


For a knight should always engage in anything to do with arms or chivalry and, if he cannot do so in war, he should do so in activities which resemble war. And the chase is most similar to war for these reasons: war demands expense met without complaint; one must be well horsed and well armed; one must be vigorous, and do without sleep, suffer lack of good food and drink, rise early, sometimes have a poor bed, undergo heat and cold, and conceal one’s fear.24


Piers Plowman highlights another important function of the hunt. Forests, chases and parks covered much of the British Isles so virtually every town and village was near to woodland and wasteland which harboured an abundance of game and other birds and animals. Many of these creatures were regarded as enemies by a society based upon agriculture,25 particularly by the peasants whose fields, orchards and animals were plundered. Langland refers to this problem when he comments ‘Thy shep ben ner al shabbede, the wolf shyt þe wolle’.26 Foxes were a particular problem, taking lambs in the spring and geese, ducks and hens throughout the year. A marginal picture in The Luttrell Psalter shows a fox carrying off a fat goose, a considerable economic blow to its owner.27 Hunting thus helped in protecting and preserving the food stocks and was seen as the responsibility of the Second Estate whose duty it was to protect the Church and the rest of society.


Hunting had another immediate practical use in that it provided fresh meat, especially at times when there was no other to be had. Owing to the lack of winter feed, much domestic stock was probably slaughtered in the autumn and the meat salted down for use during the cold season,28 although this long-held theory is now in dispute. No doubt by the spring, salted meat tasted foul and fresh game held attractions for both legitimate hunters and poachers alike.


Much of the need for fresh meat was supplied by venison, the flesh of deer. In this respect, the most important species was the largest and heaviest, the red deer. As regards numbers and commercial significance fallow deer were secondary, although they became increasingly important during the period as red deer stocks declined. The smallest species, the roe deer, was very much less prized, common though they were in English Forests and parks.29 Deer were required in large quantities, particularly during the lean months of winter and in late summer when they were in prime condition with plenty of fat. This constant demand for venison is clearly shown in The Master of Game which relates that Edward II moved his huntsmen with their packs of hounds around the country in order to obtain fat venison. For example, on 27 July 1313, John Lovel, Master of the King’s Buckhounds, was sent to various specified Forests and chases in Wiltshire, Southampton and Berkshire to take a total of 24 harts (male red deer over six years) and 54 bucks (male fallow deer). On the same day, William de Balliolo, Master (probably) of the Greyhounds, and Robert Lesquier, Master of Harriers, were despatched to various Forests and chases in Nottinghamshire, Derbyshire, Huntingdon, Northampton and Essex to take a total of 34 harts, 58 bucks and 40 hinds (female red deer). On the 14 and 15 July 1315, orders were given by the king for 322 harts, 302 bucks and 24 does (female fallow deer) to be taken in thirty-three Forests, parks and chases in the kingdom.30


The quantity of game required by the king appears phenomenal. Hunting a single hart for sport on horseback, using a pack of hounds, could take all day and although ‘sporting’, only produced one carcass. Other methods had to be employed and the most effective was driving several, or sometimes many, deer at a time into fixed nets, thus producing large quantities of much-needed protein. A miniature in the Calendar of MS Egerton 1146, an early sixteenth-century German Book of Hours, shows a mounted noble engaged in such an activity.31 However, this type of hunting was not regarded as ‘sport’ by the nobility but rather as food collection, an occupation for the trained professionals working in the great hunting establishments of the king and his premier magnates. Gaston Fébus considered the use of nets unsporting, but includes a chapter and illustrations on their manufacture and application in his treatise.32 He is at pains to make clear to his audience the vast difference between gentlemanly sport, with its lack of necessity, and the mere provision of meat, a point reiterated by Edward of York:


Men take them with hounds, with greyhounds and with nets and with cords, and with other harness, with pits and with shot and with other gins and with strength, as I shall say hereafter. But in England they are not slain except with hounds or with shot or with strength of running hounds.33
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