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Background 
 
 

The Middle Ages were a time of about 1000 years between the fall of 
the Roman Empire in the dark ages of 400 AD and the Renaissance at 
about 1400 AD. The Middle ages re some times divided into 3 time 
periods, The Early period (400-900 AD) the High (900-1300 AD) and 
The Late Middle ages. The middle ages were a time where the 
Christian church was widely accepted in Europe. The Feudal system 
was social-political system that was also a major point of the middle 
ages. The arts also took on a specific style called The Gothic period, 
which was during the turn of the first millennia. Science and learning 
was also affected by the predominance of Islamic ways.  
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Weapons Throughout The 
Medieval Ages  

 
The medieval ages had many different types of weapons to do 

combat. They had single handed weapons, one that required multiple 
hands, and some that could even be used on horseback.  

Many weapons could be broken down into classes. The class were 
determined by how it was used (as in hand placement), its head or 
�Damage� end, and finally some were classified by the hilt or bottom 
end. One such class was a polearm. A polearm was a weapon generally 
used by small infantryman. Generally used for defense against 
Calvary. Polearms consisted of a wooden staff, tipped by anything 
from an axe head to a hammer end. During the 15th and 16th centuries 
the polearm was much more widely used. 

One type of polearm was that of the poleaxe. The poleaxe was a 
weapon designed for the Knight. Its head was that of a typical axe, 
with the reversed side being a hammerhead to balance it. The top was 
capped by a large spike typically steel. The shaft was designed with 
Steel checks inlaid into the shaft. The hand would also be protected 
by a rondel. A rondel is a circular plate that would be attached to the 
shaft intending to block attacks from all sides. Roman daggers 
generally had rondel hand guards.  
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Spear  Lance 

 
Another type of polearm was a simple spear. The spear is the 

oldest and therefore the most widespread and widely known polearm. 
It is nothing more than a simple shaft of wood or metal, tipped with a 
point. The point was typically steel, but early spears could have the 
tip just sharpened. The head could be made into a leaflet or 
triangular. The spear was used as a cheap weapon to arm an army 
quickly. The spears length varied though, but generally stayed within 
the range of five to nine feet long. A spear longer than that was 
considered a pike. 
A pike is basically the same as a spear except it was much longer, up 
to 20 feet in length. And the heads were generally shorter. The pike 
was very popular with the Scots from the 1300s -1500s. A group of 
pikemen (soldiers that used the pike) were cavalry�s worst nightmare. 
Because of the great length the soldiers would be speared before  
they ever got in range of the pikemen.  
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But the most common polearm was actually not used in battle 
often. The lance was more or less a tournament weapon only. The 
lance was used in the joust. The lance was between 9 and 14 feet long, 
made from wood and tipped with iron or Steel. Near the end of the 
15th century a vamplate was developed to protect the hand and arm. 
Modifications were also made to the breastplate and shield of the 
Knight, adding a lance rest to help steady the lance and to help from 
pushing the lance into the armpit after impact of the two charging 
Knights.  

Another class of weapon was an axe in all there forms. The basic 
axes were simply called a hand axe or the hatchet (as it is known 
today). It was used largely by conscripts (soldiers hired against there 
will) and newly formed militias. The hand axe was used by common 
peasants and serfs in everyday life so it required little or no training 
to use effectively. The 2 main disadvantages were the limited range 
and the lack of weight and therefore striking power.  

Another axe was a battleaxe. The battle axe was the generic 2-
sided axe used by 2 hands seen all over the place but there�s a lot 
more to it then that. The battleaxe was 
indeed used by massive warriors 
especially when large amounts of room were 
available to use it. It had a wooden handle 
with 2 bladed sides tipped with a steel 
spike. It was about five feet end to end. 
The bottom usually had a leather thong 
attached to it. When all was said and done, 
the warrior could clear 8 feet in all 
directions per swing, provided he had that 
much room to swing it.  
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Flails    
 

Class 3 on our list is clubs. Clubs consisted of clubs, maces, flails 
and any other blunt objects used to hit a person. The basic of which 
was the simple club or cudgel. That�s it, just a basic piece of wood 
used to beat a person senseless.  
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Mace 
The next basic was the mace. The mace was a wooden stick with 

a steel head. The head was covered in steel studs or spikes. The head 
also came in vertical types and round balls. A sub-type of mace was a 
morning star. It consisted of a solid steel handle and spiked ball end. 
It was usually oblong, or stretched out. The spikes on the end were 
longer than usual and very sharp. The morning star was typically used 
as an anti chain mail weapon. Another sub-mace was called a flanged 
mace. The flanged mace was solid iron or steel like most maces but 
the real difference was the head. The head consisted of multiple 
prongs that jutted from the shaft. They were made into an �A� or 
upside-down �V� shape and dulled at the end. The flanged mace was 
used as a bludgeon that could pierce plate mail. And because it was 
solid iron or steel it would have the striking power necessary to 
pierce the mail. 

A flail is a round spiked ball made of steel attached to a wooden 
shaft by a chain. The flail could have from a single to three balls. The 
big advantage to this weapon was the increased momentum due to the 
swinging but the fact that the chain was flexible, it was often 
stripped from the owner by getting it wrapped around the opponents 
weapon. 
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Hammers also date back to the medieval ages, but instead of 
tools of construction they were tools of destruction. The hammer was 
very widely used by many cultures and peoples. The hammer was a 
steel hammerhead on one side and a long sharp spike on the other. 
The hammer was upgraded version of the less effective cudgel. The 
hammer could be made to be used in one hand by mounting it on a 
short handle or put onto a long shaft to be made into a horseman�s 
weapon. The hammer was considered the honorable mans weapon and 
because of such it was used in duels and other matters concerning 
honor. 

The largest class of weapons was that of the sword. �The Sword 
was the classic weapon for almost three millennia. In its earliest 
design, the "Queen of Battle" was crude but effective. The original 
broadleaf shaped weapons made of bronze were efficient but lacked 
the strength for anything other than as a real slicing or stabbing 
weapon. Classic sword fighting as presented in Hollywood movies 
simply did not exist because bronze weapons would bend or break 
during any sort of heavy use. Any soldier who used his weapon to 
parry an opponent attack found himself without one and died in 
battle.� After the Iron Age the sword was greatly improved, but iron 
weapons were still weak. The iron would bend and serious blows to the 
blade would chip and crack it. When steel was created the sword was 
the most affected. Steel swords wouldn�t bend or break and could be 
used multiple times without having to repair them. Blades could also 
be honed to a much sharper edge.  
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Long Sword 
 

The basic or standard sword was known as the long sword. The 
long sword was usually between 4 and 6 feet long. It was used by 
trained soldiers and carried by almost every knight; it was their 
choice weapon. The blade was long and tapered at the end into a fine 
point. The blade would have a dual-edge (edges on both sides). The 
point was used for piercing thick armors but the long sword was 
generally only used for slicing. Though it was made from six feet of 
solid steel it would weigh a surprisingly low amount. A 40 inch sword 
would weigh about 3 and a half pounds. The pommels or end of the 
handle were much thicker and heavier than shown in most 
illustrations. The increased weight on the end was used as a counter 
balance to the weight of the blade. When a blade was perfectly 
counterbalanced, the sword was much easier to use and felt just like 
an extension of the users arm.  

Another major type of sword was called a broadsword. It was 
know as the broad sword because of the thick across blade. The blade 
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would extent to between 2.5 and 3.5 feet. The sword was used as a 
light powerhouse. It was light enough to swing for a long time, up to 
several hours if it was needed to, but also heavy enough to deal 
massive damage when it was used. The blade would be between an 
eighth and a sixteenth of an inch, and surprisingly rarely sharpened to 
reduce repairs and because it was just not needed. The thin blade was 
used to concentrate the blow and inflict more damage. 

The claymore was the biggest sword made. It was between four 
and six feet long with an 18-21 inch handle. The claymore or great 
sword as it was also known was used by the greatest and biggest 
warriors. It required great strength to use effectively, even though 
it was only 6-10 pounds, the great length required strength to keep it 
from flailing. Claymores were mainly Scottish weapons and the word 
claymore was even used to describe a Scottish broad sword with a 
basket hilt. 

The saber was a sword that has been used over all of history 
and in many cultures. The standard saber was a single edged, curved 
blade. It was used by military officers for years; even during the civil 
war it marked an officer. The saber was also used by Calvary in melee 
combat where other weapons were to close to become effective. The 
curve of the blade made it easy for a person to slice with but made it 
very difficult to use without training in its use. Because of the weight 
and overall shape of the weapon the user could have some advantages. 
He curve actually allowed skilled swordsmen to catch and then pull or 
rip away their opponents weapon or blade. One type of saber was 
called the cutlass. Many people have heard of his weapon but really 
don�t know much about it. The cutlass was actually much like a heavier 
saber. Because of this weight it couldn�t be used as a slicing weapon 
any longer, it would then become a chopping or hacking weapon. 
Because of this change a novice in its use could still wield it with 
deadly efficiency against opponents untrained in swordplay. For this 
reason it became a sailor�s weapon of choice. When piracy in Europe 
and the Gulf of Mexico became popular, pirates used these weapons in 
mass quantities because of there cheap cost and their ability o be 
used effectively with little or zero training. The scimitar was similar 
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to the cutlass but even heavier still. It also had a much more drastic 
curve to the blade. The scimitar was a weapon typically not seen out 
side of the orient. The scimitar was used as a crushing weapon and 
not a slicing weapon so blades weren�t always sharpened. But the 
heaviest form of the saber was called a falchion. The falchion was a 
short, heavy single edged blade that typically tended to be very broad 
across. A sickle that had been converted would be known as a 
falchion. In archaic times any sword would be known as a falchion. 

One other very famous type of sword was called a rapier. Te 
rapier was b far the fastest weapon available. The blade was 
sometime nothing more than a very thin piece of steel sharpened to a 
fine point; sometimes the blade wasn�t even sharp. The rapier was not 
a hacking or chopping weapon, the blade was much to thin for suck 
methods. The rapier was designed as a quick thrusting or stabbing 
weapon. It might be this reason that it became prized among the 
noblemen, who saw other such weapon barbaric and �unrefined.� The 
rapier has continued even to today as a weapon used in the art of 
fencing, but unlike modern foils the rapier was slightly thicker. The 
overall weight of the rapier was very helpful in long fights because, if 
conditioned and trained properly, the user could actually use the 
weapon all day without doing so much as break a sweat. Although many 
used this fine weapon, rarely are entire armies outfitted with these 
weapons, they were slightly expensive and when used large scale, 
tended to brake much easier. 
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Dagger 

 
One of the short-blade weapons of the middle ages was the 

dagger. Daggers came in all sizes, shapes, styles, and lengths but a 
small amount of characteristics remained the same. First they all 
consisted of a blade a hand guard and a handle. A knight and his 
squire would both carry dagger concealed when attending a lord�s 
court for protective (and sometimes for use in a potential 
assassination of such noble). Another short blade was called a dirk. A 
dirk was simply a Scottish version of the dagger. The dirk was 
generally very long, even as long as 12 inches! The dirk was designed 
to flair at the base of the handle and to once again flair at the peak 
or where the handle met the blade. This flaring helped to protect the 
user�s hand and to help them grip it better. The dirk was not a 
concealed weapon (was anything with the Scottish?) it was held ice-
pick style in the offhand or shield hand of the Scot and was 
accompanied by a targe (the targe was a shield that was designed not 
to need a free hand and was thus much smaller than many shields, it 
was meant to deflect not to completely block a blow) The targe was 
attached by dual leather straps that fastened it to the forearm.  
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Siege Weapons of the Middle Ages 
 

  
Catapult 

 
Catapults were the first form of field artillery used during 

battles by the Greeks. They were used as "siege" machines. The word 
"siege" means the surrounding and blockading of a town or fortress 
by an army trying to capture it.  

The word Catapult comes from the two Greek words "kata" and 
"pultos". "Kata" means downward and "pultos" refers to a small 
circular shield carried in battle. Katapultos was then taken to mean 
"shield piercer".  

 

                                         Ballista 
 

 Another form of siege weaponry was a 
ballista. The ballista was like a giant crossbow 
in how it was built and fired. The Ballista was 
used to clear large numbers of advancing 
soldiers or sections of walls. Another use was 
to pierce enemy shield as great distance. Ballista�s ammunition were 
giant spear that were thicker than usual, they were called Bolts. 
Because the ballista design, a major drawback was that you could only 
shoot what you can see. 
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 Trebuchet  
 

A major addition to the siege family was called a trebuchet. The 
trebuchet was like a giant sling, used to fling Giant boulders great 
distances. The trebuchet was constructed using counterbalance to 
achieve the power to launce the great boulders. A weight was 
attached to a short end of the arm while the sling was put on the long 
end. As the weight fell the long or launching arm would rise at a great 
speed. When it reached its apex the rock would continue while the 
arm would stop thereby launching the boulder.  
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Armor OF the Middle ages 

 
 

Plate mail 
 

One great type of armor was called chain mail. Chain mail was 
thought to originate from the Etruscans over 3 thousand years ago. 
Their pattern for the rings was very different from the pattern used 
by the later Europeans, who used 1 into 4 patterns. Because the 
pattern was different and historical examples didn�t appear for 
another 2000 years it is believed that the European pattern wasn�t 
derived from this pattern.  Their mail is believed to start at about 
100 AD when the Romans invaded Gaul. The Gaul�s were wearing the 
first known examples of the 4-1 pattern of European mail armor. Soon 
the Romans started equipping their troops with the mail armor. 
Theses mail shirt were called Lorica Hamata. From 100 AD to the fall 
of the roman era mail armors were seen very widely, It is speculated 
that every major nation had their own chain mail design except the 
Chinese who had theirs imported from the middle east. Mail as a 
defensive armor was half mental defense and half physical defense. 
Half of the time a blow would just slip off a person, which would be 
very demoralizing to the opponent. The main defensive point of mail 
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was to block crushing blows. It accomplished this by redistributing 
the force thru each ring so that the blow was diffused. Although 
ageist light to medium blows this was effective, heavy blows made the 
mail next to useless; the force of the impact would travel right thru 
the mail and shatter the bones of an opponent. But ageist a slashing 
blow is where chain is best. The mail was almost impossible to cut and 
the redistribution made the blow as a whole almost completely 
ineffective. Mail was also helpful because in an age where antibiotics 
weren�t available the fact that the skin wouldn�t be broken was very 
helpful. 

Plate mail was the most commonly known armor, and yet it was 
the most expensive. There are many examples of plate mail armors 
through history, so like many things; the armor reflected the culture 
that made it. Up until the age of gunpowder a suit of full plate would 
be your best defense ageist anything. Because of the great 
protection offered, only nobles could afford to buy a suit of it. A 
knight on horse back was basically untouchable when mounted and 
attacking. Until he was knocked off his horse he would cause a major 
pain in the enemy�s side.  The great protection came at another price, 
the weight. A full suit would weigh so much that it would cause the 
wearer to have to be hoisted with a pulley just to get on his horse. If 
he ever fell down in battle he was a good as dead, because he wouldn�t 
be able to rise to fight anymore. 
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