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During the time period that the SCA calls its own, just about everybody hunted, rich and poor, men and 

women, clergy and laity.  We know this from a variety of sources: book, letters, paintings and 

illuminations, but most telling of all, court records.  There are many, many records involving people being 

charged with breaking hunting laws.  People ranging from the nobility, to the clergy (I recall one abbess 

being repeatedly charged with poaching in her neighbor’s deerpark) to the merchant class as well as the 

poor. 

Much has been written over the centuries about the art and 

science of hunting and many of these books have survived 

beginning in 1327 with William Twiti’s The Art of 

Hunting (Twiti). Twiti, a royal huntsman for King Edward 

II, he wrote a short treatise on hunting during his 

retirement at Reading Abbey. We can add to this a list of 

authors writing through the end of our period. Gaston 

Phoebus’ Livre de Chasse (1387), Edward, 2nd Duke of 

York” Master of Game (Edward) (1406-1413) (in reality 

an English translation of Livre de Chasse with extra 

information added regarding the hunting practices in 

England), George Turberville’s Noble Arte of Venerie or 

Hunting (1576) and The Booke of St Albans (Berners) 

attributed to Dame Juliana Berners (1595).  Laws have also 

been passed and written about with regard to hunting.  In 

addition to the English forestry laws there are the Welsh laws 

as compiled by their King Hywell Dda (Hywel) (880-950) 

and written of in Y Naw Helwriaeth (the Nine Huntings) 

(Linnard) (1561) 

These literary works often begin with a list of prey, they do 

not however agree on the proper classification.  Phoebus 

classifies game as “beasts of the chase, venery and vermin, 

the Nine Huntings as “the common hunts, “hunt to the bay” 

and “hunt to the cry”.  In addition to using different 

1The Four Beast of Venery: Hart, Wolf, Wild 

Boar and Hare (MS Cotton Vesp BXII, 

F.3.c.1430) 

2The Four Beast of Chase: Fallow Deer, 

Roe Deer, Fox, and Martin (MS Cotton 

Vesp BXII F. 3v., c 1430) 
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classifications the different authors often disagree as to which beast belongs to which group.  So I will 

just list the prey animals available in the Welsh Marches in the 12th century. 

MOST HIGHLY PRIZED HUNTS: 

Red Deer, a close (but smaller) cousin of the North American wapiti (elk), considered by all of my 

sources as the most highly prized prey.  

Hare: Oddly, to the modern hunter, the hare was considered to be second only to the red deer in order of 

prized hunts. 

Boar: Very dangerous, hunting the boar was considered an act of great courage. 

Bear: All but extinct in England found only rarely in the Welsh Marches and slightly more often in 

Scotland. 

Wolf: Considered vermin, everyone was allowed and encouraged to kill wolves, but it still remained 

highly thought of to hunt. 

Lesser Hunts: (but considered good to eat) 

• Fallow Deer. 

• Roe Deer 

• Black Grouse  

• Squirrel 

• Heron 

• Duck 

Lesser hunts: (not necessarily considered to be edible) 

• Fox 

• Marten 

• Otter 

• Wildcat (Lynx) 

• Badger 

• Polecat (weasel) 

• Ermine 

Finally two unusual hunts which were listed in both Welsh sources as common hunts: 

• Salmon • Bees 

WEAPONS OF THE HUNT: 

The above referenced sources (when they mention them) 

agree on the weapons of the hunt. These include: 

The bow, both short and long as well as the crossbow. In 

the English sources hunting with the bow is vastly 

preferred over the crossbow, while the reverse is true of 

continental sources.  Again all sources agree to the use of 

large barbed arrowheads for larger and “hairy“ game and 

blunted arrows for small game and birds 

Javelins, “Particularly used for wildcats” (Almond, Medieval Hunting) in particular a javelin called an 

Espieu (used by Gaston Phoebus) “a javelin with a narrow and short head easily withdrawn from the 

quarry and could be thrown or held as a lance” (Cummins). 

Spears came in a variety of styles.  The first was a spear similar in all respects to the spears used in war.  

Another was the boar spear, a spear with a broad head and a cross bar locate anywhere from just behind 

the head to a point midway between the point and the hunter’s grip (this was to prevent the fierce boar 

from running up the spear and goring the hunter as it died.  The final variety that I am going to mention is 
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a three pronged spear used for hunting otters. 

The hunting sword “a specialist weapon used by the aristocratic hunter for large game, with a broad base 

tapering to a point” (Almond, Medieval Hunting) 

HUNTING METHODS: 

The methods that hunters used in the Middle Ages are still frequently found among their modern brethren. 

Par Force is the method that most people think of when they think of hunting.  In the classic par force 

hunt as described by all of the authors (with only minor variations between them) several of the huntsmen 

start out very early in the morning (or sometimes the evening before) and locate what they believe to be 

the best target for the hunt, they analyze tracks and droppings (frequently they would scoop up the 

dropping in a horn container and bring them back for judging by the master of the hunt).  After the quarry 

had been chosen the scent dogs and their handlers would track the prey and rouse it from its rest.  If the 

field of vision were clear the sight hound (or greyhounds) would be released to run the quarry down with 

the hunters in pursuit (on horseback when possible).  When the hounds finally cornered the prey 

(sometimes cornered, sometimes exhausted) the hunters would dispatch the animal and reward the hounds 

(frequently with bread soaked in the animal’s blood).  After the kill, in different time periods and on 

different occasions there were differing methods of dividing the quarry some of them very ceremonious - 

I will save that subject for another time. 

Bow and stable is a variation on a hunting tactic used by our prehistoric forbearers.  After the quarry is 

located (many animals this time not one) the “stable” of hunters is placed downwind in an area chosen to 

funnel the prey into a narrow field, there the hunters take their places in inconspicuous spots (sometimes 

on platforms in the trees, sometimes in camouflaged blinds, sometimes just hiding behind a large tree or 

bush.  Then the hunters with the dogs circle upwind behind the quarry and carefully drive them toward 

the waiting bowmen.  As soon as they come within range the bowmen begin shooting.  The advantage in 

this type of hunting is that it allows for a greater kill and is useful for stocking the larder; it also allows 

the hunters to allow select animals to pass by without killing them (i.e. animals out of season, mothers 

with young, prime breeding animals etc).  This form of hunting is more utilitarian than sport, although 

there are many examples in later period tapestries where this form of hunting is turned into a social 

occasion. 

The final major type of hunting involves the use of traps and snares.  Many of the early writers ignore this 

form of hunting altogether, only being interested in those forms of hunting participated in by the 

aristocracy.  Gaston Phoebus, however, devotes a surprising amount of space to the use of traps and 

snares although he does note that this form of hunting is not “sporting” but merely for the larder (and the 

lower class larder at that).  Some writers in later period, such as Leonard Mascal (1590), wrote handbooks 

regarding the making and setting of traps and snares. 

ANIMALS USED IN THE HUNT: 

Hunters frequently employed animals to aid them in 

their pursuit of game. 

Horses used to chase down the most fleet-footed game 

also ridden when hawking. 

Dogs of many descriptions: (like horses, dogs were 

classified not by breed, but by what they did) 

Staghounds (also known as lurchers - according to 

Welsh law the most highly prized of hunting dogs), 

greyhounds (or sight hounds), and lymers (scent 

hounds - think bloodhound). 

Detail form the Month of May - Hunterian 

Psalter C.1170 Source University of Glasgow 
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Hawks and falcons, for the wealthy and/or status conscious.  Used to hunt both ground dwelling prey 

(hares, rabbits, and grouse) as well as other birds while in flight. 

Ferrets - commonly used by professional warreners to hunt rabbits in their burrows. 

I have only touched lightly on the subject of hunting in the Middle Ages.  It is a subject of not only great 

depth but great breadth as well.  
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