






























ITALIAN FIELD FORTIFICATIONS 
By Roberta & Luca GIRIBONE 

1448 - The battle of Caravaggio: Michele Attendolo has decided to take the enemy by surprise, crossing the marshy g,round 
that protects the flank of Milanese army. But Francesco Sfoo.a skilfully makes the best of the po5itioning of his field foni
ficalions and is able to surround the Venetians who have bogged themselves down ... and Milan s:ives its iitdependence. 
The Italian war tactics, based on defence and counter-attack. are epitomised by elaborate field fortific:ttioos. These tech
niques. born arO<Jnd 1400. became the rule in the second half of the century characterise above all the wars between Venice 

and Milan, who have the most important armies of the peninsula. 
Born of the necessity to have an easily defendable base from which to leave for raids through surrounding territory. the field 
fonificatioos are essentially constituted of camps established near a naturdl s tream. a canal or simply protected by a steep 

slope. 
If the terrain provides no exploitable namral elemenL,, a ditch is dug and the rubble used to build an embankment, often 
reinforced with beams aud planking. Thi, defensive structure is completed by a strong contingent of light aJ'lillery and by 
squads of marksmen. 
Battlefield dimensions are normally large. with vast spaces for troop movement, so tl1at they can counter-attack wilh force 
when the enemy falls back. The du,g-out structure is reminiscent of Roman field fonifications which are often in dicated 
by Renaissance theorists as an ideal model. but the typical square and symmetric structure of the Roman legions is not 
echoed in medieval u·oop formations. 
Normally defensive systems arc temporary, and the facts indicate that field fortification techniques were not copied from 
treaiises ond books of "ors ,nilitare", blll originated from prllCticnl nocessi1ics of soldiers. 
Venetian und Milane~e armies employed thousands of engineers and labo11rers to build and defend their fontficu11ons. 
Theorists even suggested that all the soldiers had lo be able to use the spade. In 1438 Niccolo Piccinino ordered dug 
between dusk aud dawn a 7 Km long ditch between the dty of Soave and the Adige river to prevent the uonhward advance 
of Francesco Sforza In 1451 1he cnu= of the Adda River was fortified by Venetians to face Milanese soldiers. 
' 11le large presence of field fonificacions soon determines a modification of infontry characteristi cs that before were appro
priate for defenec ill open field. The new infantry, armed witll swords and shields, can e.isy get into a fo1t1fi<ld field with its 
light-armed foot soldiers, very mobile and lJ'3.ined in hamd to hand fighting. 
Field fortification must not be only considered a tactic improvement but like a, pan of the strategic developments :and of 
the conditions conducive to aJ'med conflict.The greater Italian states of 1400 are no longer city-.states, but territorial states. 
The defensive worries no longer concem e~clusively city walls or price's castles: the Italian stale of 1400 is interested in 
building defences in the points of the territory more distant from the cemml seat of power as well as the maintenance of 
standing armies . These necessities, linked to the reinfon:ement of cavalry and to the more and more intense use of artillery 

in Italian battlefields, change the field fonification inlo an indispensable science in the hands of !be Condottien. 
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Thoughts On Tents 
by Dave KEY 

From the Issue Rol I, Easter, 4 Henry V July 29th, To our Lord the King, i.n his ch,unber .. In money 
paid into the same chambC'r by he hands of John Broune and John Burnham, for cost incurred for 
the carriage of tents, ornamented with gold and doth of arras, with hangings and sides of arras, and 
other appurtenances wha tsoever, for our said Lord the King and the Emperor todweU in at Cala is, 
during the time of their stay there,· 201. (20 pounds sterling] 

Issue RoU, 8 Henry V 12th July. To James, King of Scotland. In money paid to him, by the hands 
of divers persons, as weU for armour and other preparations for his person in war, as for horses, 
tents, batmers, and d ivC'rs other things provided and purchased for him and other men attending 
him by order of the King's Council, upon his departure to foreign parts to go to the King's presence. 
By writ, &c. 421. 6s. 8d. 

From a 1475 Indenture to Rid1ard Sturgeon to provide equipment for the Kings Ordnance to be 
taken to Calais (Ordnance includes but is not exclusively gurmc:ry). The inventory encompasses what 
we would call all war materials ... e.g. 1359 bows, 182 gross bowstrings and 10,360 s heafs of arrows ... 
bu( ,1bo armour, boats, assault ladders and ... 

PaviUions - 5 · each £6 lOs • sum. £32 10s 
Tent· I· each £715s - s um. £7 15s 
Tent - 1 · each £13 I Os · sum. £13 10s 
Hall - 1 • each C7 I Os • sum. £7 lOs 
i.e. 8 tents! (of which the PavHlions are the cheap 
tentagc!) 

I doubt whether this is just a supplementary 
number as the renu1ants of the equipment left in 
Calais were recorded and these include NO tents. 

This raises the question whether they were p ro
vided by individuals, or not a L aU. Certainly th.e use 
of billets rather than camps seems to have been l he 
preferred option, but in an army prepared as well 
as Edward's fur 1475 it is s till surprising. 

Another possibility is that, if I remember cor
rectly, this equipment was for the English sol
diers going to support the Duke of Burgundy 
... so maybe they expected billeting from him? 
Certainly the 1000-plus bows would be in keep· 
ing w ith he scale of this force, but in 1000 
men you'd expect at least 40 Captains ... which 
would make 5 Captains per tent before on<: 
even considers the other 
mt•n·at-arms, let alone the archers. 

From the Tschatchtlanchronik. T he Bernese besiege 
Le Landeron ( 1324). Note the me-ss tent. 

• 
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A FIFl"EENTH CENTURY LEATHER MITTEN 
FROM THE THAMES, LONDON 

by Dave KEY 

Some lime ago 1 noticed in 1be galleries of 1be Museum of London a leather 
mitten on display will1 other fifteenth century artifac1s. After discussing 
the find wilh John Clarke from the Museum I was fortunale enough 10 be 
allowed a closer look. The mitten was found on the Thames foreshore, and as 
such the dating is somewhat loose but it is believed to date from the late 
fifteenth, or early sixtecnlh, century. This dating are in keeping with 
illustrations and carvings of similar mittens of this type. 
Most illustralions of mittens, from the c 14th the Lut.1rel Psalters up to 
some c 15th mi.sericord carvings, show mittens being worn by labourers, and 
wear on 1his mitten is consistent wilh this as it is concentrated in a 
shallow line across the palm, pos.sibly indicaiing wear from hauling ropes 
e1c.: It does however differ from many illlustmlion!- a, ii is a 1>roper 
"111i11en" (having no divide for th.e fingers) whilst 1he n1ajority of 
illustralions .tppcar to show "two finger" miuens. 

The minen is made from what appears to be tanned lea1her (rather than the 
1uwed lca1her 1hat w(L~ popular for gloves a11hi, lime) appro~ima1cly 2mm 
thick, with U1e skjn on the outside and flesh inside. There are no visible 
signs of decoration or colouring. 
The construction is extremely simple, being made from jusl two pieces of 
leather: the main body of 1he mitten and a small thumb inserl (the leather 
for which may have come Crom I he waste formed by 1he "V" shaped notch in 
the 1op of the patlern). The main piece is roughly sli1aped to fold in half 
down the cenlre. with a curve loosely shaped to go around the tinge~ . On 
one side of lhe centre line an inverted "V" has been cut and to which the 
1humb inse rt is attached. The ''V" runs up 1he insde of 1he wearer"s tumb. 
The edges are joined by a row of fine (approx 2-3mm apart) butt stitching 
running from the centre line to a:ppro,dmately 5cm from 1be cuff (although 
this varies as the cuff edges are uneven lengths). The thumb is also bull 
stitched into the hole created hy tl1e inverted "\I" and up the flap created 
by thi.,, hole. T he "V" in lhe top of the thumb insert continues past the end 
of the flap from the mitten and is stitched together 10 bring it around the 
top of the 1burob. The manner of stitching sugges1e:s I hat the millen was 
made inside out and la1er turned, I ike a shoe. 

The thumb is wade from a diamond shaped piece. off cut from 1he same leather 
as the millen proper. The top of ~his diamond has a curved notch cut ,n it 
to fold the insert around lhe top of the thumb. 

The cuff of the glove reaches the wrist hone and has a small slot cut 
parallel to the cuff on the outer t:0mer of the glove. This slot shows some 
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sips of having been pulled against the side nearest the cuff. Both the 
positioning of tbe slot and the stress on it suggest that this was a slot 
ased to join a pair of mittens, so that they could be suspended from a 
bclL Ahhough this is conjecture it seems probable as such a constructoin 
is visible on representations of mittens from the period. one glove having 
a tabbed toggle, the other a tabbed loop. 

The m.iuen itself has been repaired across the palm of the hand as a re,~ult 
of what appears to be heavy wear, consis tent with use. reaching a poijnt 
below the top of the pad. 

Dave Key 
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SHEPHERD'S MlITEN 

To compliment Dave Key's article on the 
London mitten, and anticipating a little on 
a comprehensive article on gloves, this 2x2 
finger glove is the only one we have found 
that clearly shows the (sheepskin?) lining. 
The original is a dark cream in colour, the 
hairs are white. 
Robe,t CAMPTN, Nat.ivity, c. 1426 (?) 
Dijon, Musee des Beaux-Art~ 

TALLY STICKS 
Medieval tally sticks are frequently found in archeological 
digs and must have played no small role in commerce- This 
depiction, from an early 16th century Flemish tapestry on 
the theme ofMathernatics of what certainly resembles tally 
sticks strung on a cord attached to a curved wooden stick. 

PRESS 
The use of wooden screws was certainly a common technique, despite, 
their certainly fastidious fabrication. 
This example, of a man's heart being tortured by the female sex, 
cleaxly shows a base with the threaded uprights, a second plank with 
holes, and two flanged '·wingnuts". All the elements are coloured a 
light brown. 
We would like very much to do a heavily illustrated article on 
carpenter's benches and otl>er practical techniques for holding a piece 
of wood while working on it. Pegged benches are found throughout 
the Mendel Housebook and bench pedal p,-esses are common in U1e 
16th century onwards. but a 15th century example would be most 
welcome. 
From a woodcut by Caspar Von Regensberg, 15th century "Die Macht 
der frau Minne'' 
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POLES 
To add to the collection of frameworks, polo• 
sand other such sructu.res, this mustratiOJ\ 
taken from The Hebrews in the Wildetn<>SS, 
bythe Joseph Master, circa 1415. 
Three forked poles have been arranged to 
support a pole set over a well. The bases, 
while not visible, appe~r to be dug into the 
grow,d. 

LA1\fl ERN FROM SWEDEN 
Hand-lantern !or• wax candle, 15th century. 
tvtuseum of Cull11ral History. Lund, S\veden. 

Since the long article on lanterns several issue 
ago, man)' more examples have arrived, thanks 

to diligent members. They wil.l be included in 
a follow-up article . 
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CLOTHES HANGERS 
Top and bottom left: The 
Mendel Housebook. Lorenz 
:;ne)'dcr, the 41bt Brother,/rom 
l 4 25, •nd Wcnzd ~ hnc,dcr, 
the 259th DroU1er, from 1514, 
dis paly garements on hang
ers. 
lop right: r rom the Bcrner
rh rnnik, r. 1~14. ·nw wst is 
pa,·t of the so-called Burgw,
dain Booty, taken at Gransdon 
in 1476. 
While hardly to be lak"'n as a 
pretext to suspend alklothing 
on surh hangers, we would 
like to fmd other sources for 
such methods of storage or 
display. 
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A JOURNEY BY SEA 
ADVICE TO PILGRIMS EN ROUTE TO THE HOLY LAND 

Translation: Mathieu HARLAUT 

A German monk, Felix Faber of Clm, is LhP author of this text. He wenl· to Jerusalem twice, in 14$0 
and 1483, enduring the promiscuity of a sea journey. When he ,came back to his convent, he wrote 
the following pieces of advice to the pilgrims that would make the same trip as he. The original text 
is written in Latin, the following lines were translated from a French ,·ersion from "Histoire de la 
vie privPe", l'ditions du Seuil. 

A few words on how to relieve oneself aboard a ship. 
Each pilgrim has next lo him on his bunk, a 11rinal - a receptacle of day, a phia l - in which he urinates 
and vomits. But since the place is narrow for the crowd it rnntains, as it is dark and as thPre is a lot 
of coming and going, this pol is usually spil lPd before da"'n. A d 11 msy person, urgPd by" prt.>~sing 
nccii, regularly knocks over five or six urinals on his way, spreading an 1inbcarable stench. 
In the morning, when the pilgrim~ get up and their belly a~ks for mercy, they dimb o,, the dcd, and 
he.id for the prow, where privies are fiHed on each side of the forecastle. \low and then a line of B 
persons or morP forms up, waiting to take their turn on the seat and it is not embarrassment, but 
annoyance that they show when someone is too long. I would gladly compare this si tua tion to the 
one of the people ~La ndi ng and w,1i1 ing lo ,·onft,,;, al I ,,nt I inw, when 1hey are annoyed by (.'11dlc:,;s 
confessions and are waiting for their turn in a bad mood. 
At night, getting close to the privy is a harsh undertaking because of the crowd laying and sleeping 
on the deck from one end of the galley to the other. When one wants to get there, one mu~l walk 
over more than forty people, each time stepping over someone; from one step to the other, one risks 
striking a passenger or, if slipping between two steps, to fall on a sleeper. Jf one !ouches somebody 
on the way, C\'en lightly, the insults start immediately. Those fearless of danger and height can climb 
on the side of the ship and jump 011 the rigging to reach the tikm. I have done that ofk•n despite 
the risk and danger. One can also come out by the hatchway of the oar;, and strJddle two oars; 
this is not for the faint of heart as it is very dangerous to be ,eat,ed across the oars, and the sa ilors 
themselves are rel uctant to risk it. 

But it is when the weather gets bad that difficulties worsen, as prh·ies are continuously taking on 
a lot of water and tht· oars are ~towedt over the bcnd1es. If one wants to go to the privy during a 
storm one must expose itself to be completely soaked; that is why so many passengers take off the ir 
clothes and go there naked. 
ln such an undertaking, prudery has much to suffer and has more effects on the private parts. Those 
who don't want to be noticed this way, crouch i11 corners or other p laces they soil, which generates 
fus~, fights and disrepute amongst otherwise honourable people . hnally, they arc some who til l up 
their receptacle at their bunk, which is disgusting, and infpct thf'ir nPighbours. Such behaviour i~ 
tolerable only on the part of s ick peoplP against whom there could be no hard feelings. ,\lo word,
could tell what l had to endur,e from a sick neighbour. 

The pi lgrim s hould be ca reful neither to hold l:>ack too much by excess of prudery, nor to let go hi,;, 
belly: both atti tude~ are harmful to the passenger on board. At sea, one is easily constipated. I would 
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give the pilgrim this good advice on hygiene: In order to help start the evacuation , he should go to 
the privy three or four times a day, even if there is no natural nee-d; and he should not be alarmed if 
nothing happens the third or fourth time. By going often, if he unbuckles his belt and unties aU his 
clothes on chest and belly, he will obtain the evacuation, even if his bowels contain stones. This advice 
was given to me by an old sailor, when I had once been terribly constipated duril\g a number of days 
and it is not a good thing to take pills or suppositories al sea, because by purging oneself too much 
one risks worse disadvantages then constipation.( . . . ) 

Too many p@ople on a boat are not well enough supplied with spare clothing; they live in sweat and 
smell, where vermin grows, as much in the clothes as in the beards and hair. That is why the pilgrim 
should not let himself go, but on contrary he should wash himself everyday. Someone without any 
lice can have thousand of them in the fol lowing hour if he has the slightest contact with a lousy 
pilgrim or sailor. He should groom daily his beard and hair because if it crawls with lice he will 
be obliged to shave his beard, losing his dignity, as it is scandalous not to wear a beard at sea. It 
is however, useless to maintain long hair, like some nobles refusing to sac;rifi~e it. I have :;een some 
crawling with so many lice that they were supplying all their friends with and were annoying their 
neighbours. A pilgrim should not be shameful to ask someone to look in his beard for lice. 

LOOK FAMILIAR? 
Whi le we now associate sticking out one ·s tongue while wagging fingers with thumbs in ea.rs with I he playground 
or schoolyard. it would seem the gesture is not only old, but was also used unselfconsciously by adults. As for 
the other gesture, sti ll popular on English soil, it may have its roots in the alleged practice of severing of the first 
two 6ngers of cup1ured archers' drawing hands. 

Both illustrations a're 
taken from the Swiss 
Chronicles. 

Left: Spiez er 
Schilling. Soldiers and 
townspeople jeer depart
ing envoys. 

• I Right: Berner Schilling. , . 
.: V·. An archer making rude ' . signs at the defenders of 

a town. 
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DRAWERS 
"Pope Celestino .m giving privileges of autonomy lo u,e Hospi
tal" Fresco, Domenico di Bartolo, 1442 Osp~al~ di S-Mi'.ria 
dPlla S<ala, Siena. 
Drawers seem to appear out of nowhere in early 15th century 
Italy, and in the la tter half of the same century north of the Alps. 
from the 16th century onwards, they are common features in 
many types of fu.rniture, TI,e above illustration is so far the 
earliest we have fou.nd. I! you have r,eferences to furniture with 
drawers from the early 14-00' s, please send them along. Our cur
rent collecHon consists of about two c:loz~ examples, all from 
the 15th century or the early decades of the 16th. Please bear 
in mind that many pieces of existing early furniture have had 
drawers added a.I a later date. 

POCKETS 
Admittedlly, pockels are hardly imaginable in hose, 
but it """ms curious that jackets and doublels went 
so long without. This late 15th century Italian illustra
tion shows an innkeeper with two roun..i botlome<I 
pockets on an apron. If you have come across any 
other examples of a similar nature, p lease send tl,em 
along. 

NEXT ISSUE 
Such was the prevalence of the English Longbow in the 15th century that one often wonders if archery 
was practiced. elsewhere ... Patrice REY has unearthed an intriguing French manuscript L' ART DE 
L' A RCHERIE, which we will translate and serialize over the new few issues. 
ALSO: Gloves, Discs and Splints, The rune of Day, Music, Carpentry and Dance. 
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