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For a nobleman of the Middle Ages there were three things highly symbolic of his calling to knighthood: the horse, the hawk and the hound. Note that two of the three have no direct relation to his function as a warrior. Rather, they are associated with a knight’s more domestic role as a provider in times of stability and protector of property.

The art of hunting is a sophisticated display of wealth, knowledge and social standing. To execute it in a seemly fashion meant a subtle knowledge of the forms of hunting, the standards of which were well-known to the noble class. It meant having enough money to support stables, kennel and/or mews and all the personnel associated with their upkeep. This is what Cummins refers to as having the “economic insouciance” (p. 138) compatible with the social standing, resources and correct attitude about hunting.

The esteem in which a great hunter was held came from an appreciation of his prowess in the arts of chase, and the superior character that such mastery was thought to convey, as well has his arcane knowledge of birds and beasts.

Like all good stories, hunting has its who, why, what, when, where and how.

Who Hunts?

In the Middle Ages there was a significant group of people who worked either as professional hunters or in supporting roles to the hunting function. They were highly valued members of a noble household. Unlike the lords who employed them, they were expected to hunt all year round (according to the season) to help feed the entire household or guard against predators.

Noble hunters were a slightly different breed. Although there is evidence that they interacted with the professionals with great camaraderie, distinctions of rank were maintained. The nobility who hunted were a special class of amateur, one whose knowledge and skills may have been equal to the professionals, but for whom hunting was an avocation rather than a necessity. 

Some of the most famous hunters were royal and near royal personages. The list includes: Gaston Pheobus (author of Le livre de la Chasse and cousin to the English kings Henry IV and Henry V), Edward of Norwich (author of The Master of Game and cousin to the same kings), and Alfonso XI of Castile (author of the Libro de la monteria), and Frederick II of Hohenstaufen (author of De Arte Venandi cum avibus).

Hunting was largely a male activity, although some women did participate. It is noteworthy that the popular Book of St. Albans was attributed to Dame Julian Berners, a mother superior at Sopwell Abbey (I am suspicious of this attribution because the name “berner” also applies to an attendant on hounds, never a female role. I suspect a joke in there somewhere). The heiress Mary of Burgundy (daughter of Charles the Bold and wife of Maximillian I) met her end in 1482 due to a fall from her horse during the hunt, and was depicted as a huntress in her famous book of hours. Various rolls from great hunting parties (not unlike tournament rolls) list the names of noble ladies among the hunters.

Why Do They Hunt?

The medieval love of hunting has several justifications.

First, it builds character. The Master of Game has a long passage on how being a hunter helps avoid the seven deadly sins. “When a man is idle and reckless without work, and be not occupied in doing some thing, he abides in his bed or in his chamber, a thing which draweth men to imaginations of fleshly lust and pleasure. For such men have no wish but always to abide in one place, and think in pride, or in avarice, or in wrath, or in sloth, or in gluttony, or in lechery, or in envy. For the imagination of men rather turns to evil than to good, for the three enemies which mankind hath, are the devil, the world and the flesh, and this is proved enough.” (Edward of Norwich, p. 5). These thoughts are echoed by other authors.

Hunting, if practiced well, leaves no room for idleness. Hunters have to be vigilant on a daily basis in watching the hunting grounds for the activity of prey and predators. They must rise early and exert themselves fully all through the day, bearing all extremes of weather throughout the year. They must be attentive to the needs of others because hunting is a communal activity. They must be sufficiently learned to keep proper account of who is rewarded and how in the course of a hunt, and as to the tending of the animals in their care. They must be constant in their study of the care of hounds and/or hawks. The rigors of their lives require living simply and without excess of food and drink, else they will not be able to perform their duties.

But above all this, hunting elevated the spirit. The harmonious sounds of horns and hounds and the hallooing of the hunters gladdened the heart. Good sport exercised the body and kept the martial spirit sharp during times of peace. And the knowledge that one brings home a prize that will nourish one’s people is a very pleasing outcome.

On the more practical side, hunting was considered the finest of entertainment. A hunting party could last many days and provided a fine opportunity to relax with family and friends in an atmosphere of bounty. The ladies were there to act as an audience to the prowess of the hunters, and to offer gentler amusements like music, dance and flirtation.

For the noble class, hunting was not necessarily an economic benefit. When you consider the cost of keeping ten or twenty couple hounds throughout the year along with their minders, the taking of a few deer seems like poor recompense. As noted above, however, the hounds worked throughout the year even when the lord was not personally hunting. Therefore it is not as wasteful as it might seem. Still, a large party could pretty much eat up everything that was brought home.

Hunting also represented a more elite form of husbandry. Any peasant could raise a cow, but the management of parks and woodlands presented many challenges. The beasts that were hunted had to be monitored for numbers and health (lest the sport suffer) and the presence of predators like wolves and foxes had to be controlled.

Hunting also had some symbolic aspects. Each type of game was endowed with certain characteristics, and to engage it in the hunt was to associate oneself with the virtues and challenge the vices.

What Do They Hunt?

What is the correct game for a noble hunter? Almost anything could be hunted, and usually was at one time or another, but some of these were deemed less suitable than others.
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The most important game throughout Europe was the deer, but not just any deer. It had to be of sufficient size and in the correct season in order to be hunted. Deer were believed to be endowed with a number of remarkable abilities, including the fact that they could not be poisoned because they would eat no food that would bring them harm. The could live an incredibly long time. “God gave to the hart the ability to regain its youth and to live to long that it is the longest-lived of all beasts, and when it is so old that it cannot grow older, it goes by its nature to see an ant-hill, below which there is a white snake. The hart scatters the ant-hill, kills the snake and swallows it; then it goes off into a deserted place and becomes as if dead, and throws off its flesh and its hide, and becomes young again, as if it were four or five years old,” according to the character of Queen Ratio in the Livre du Roy Modus. This supposed ability to resurrect itself meant that the hart became associated with the resurrection of Christ, making it worth pursuing as one pursues the love of God. The hart was also clever in evading pursuit, making it very good sport.

There are many types of deer mentioned in the various hunting manuals (more on that in the When to Hunt? Section). One that is scorned is the “rascal,” or undersized and/or unhealthy animal that provides little sport and less meat.
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The hare was also an important type of game. It could be hunted with hawk and/or hounds throughout most of the year. Hares are not rabbits. “Hares generally have longer ears and hind legs than rabbits and move by jumping rather than by running. Unlike rabbits, hares are born covered with fur and with their eyes open,” (http://www.gurunet.com). Hares can weigh up to 13 pounds. The Book of St. Albans mentions the hare as “That beast king shall be called of all venery,” for the quality of the sport in hunting it. It provides nothing in quantity like the meat or hide of a deer (although in winter its white pelt was very prized), but the chase was deemed a true test of man and beast. The hare was a clever eluder of the hounds, and full of guile that tested the skill of the hunters.

Outside of its quality as an object of the chase, the hare was considered to have strange qualities (like being a hermaphrodite) and its ability to conceive of new young while already pregnant was well known.
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Rabbit was also hunted, but not generally by the nobility. Rabbits were usually hunted by using ferrets rather than hounds. Rabbits were sometimes raised domestically because their young, born without fur, were classified fish and therefore allowable to eat on fast days.

Also beloved for hunting were boars and bears.
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The boar was respected for its ferocity, and the intense danger in hunting it. It was given attributes of pride from its adult solitary existence, and often equated with the devil. The difficulties in safely drawing a boar out from its lair and forcing it into flight from where it could be killed were many. Hounds and huntsmen were regularly wounded and killed in its pursuit. Its strength, speed and unpredictability made it a formidable capture. The meat was highly prized, as were the tusks and hide.

Gaston Phoebus said of the boar hunt, “for hunting is a training for all types of fighting met with in war: against a foe crossing in front, in a head-on encounter or in a pursuit; in an awkward situation or a sounder one. For every kind of military encounter, hunting is a better training than jousting. If the tourney teaches a man how to strike with a sword on a helmet, how much better he will learn by striking down a boar when his only chance of saving himself is by a good thrust with the spear.”

The hunting of bear had actually become somewhat exotic in much of Europe during the later medieval period. Habitat had retreated and bears retreated to some of the more inaccessible areas, particularly the mountains. The bear had certain anthropomorphic qualities that made hunters view it as a large and rather stupid human. It was not very fast relative to a man on foot, and possessed none of the ruses of the chase of the deer or hare. The challenge in hunting it was the difficulty in the terrain and the strength of the bear, which was considerable.

Less noble, but necessary, was the hunting of “uneatable” beasts. The wolf and the fox, as well as the otter, made inroads on the food sources of men. The wolf would attack deer, cattle and sheep and even made men a food source from time-to-time. The fox was fond of taking hens. The otter would raid the local fishponds.
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The wolf was another animal associated with the devil, in part because it was susceptible to rabies and could run mad. The male was considered greedy and domineering, although the female got some grudging praise for her care of her cubs. Despite their similarity to dogs, hunters are warned against trying to domesticate them because their nature is inherently bad and disobedient.

The only usable portion of the uneatable beasts is the pelt. The wolf’s pelt is warm, but tends to carry the “stink” of the animal even after it is cured.
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The fox is probably the most generally beloved beast to chase. While its only product is also the pelt, its stink is apparently less after curing. But before that! The fox has a strong scent, incredible guile and endurance that make it a pleasure to hunt. He is easy to follow by his scent, but able to use his ruses to muddle it and confuse the hounds, and he does not soon weary so the sport can go on a long time.
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Otters are generally considered a nuisance to hunt because they are water creatures. There is no great riding on his trail, and the hounds cannot track him. An otter is not game for any of the hunting birds that might otherwise be used in watery areas where game like herons was pursued. The following of the otter along the stream where he lives is usually left to the common huntsmen. The pelt is indeed valued because of its thickness and water repellent qualities.

When Do They Hunt?

Knowing the correct season to hunt is essential to getting game at its best and to successfully managing game stocks. A great deal of emphasis is put on not hunting when the females are pregnant or during the time of mating. There is also an effort to hunt the various game animals when they are prime, particularly deer in the “time of grease” when they are at the fattest.

Red deer stag: Nativity of St. John (June 24) through Holyrood Day (Sept. 14)

Red deer hind: Holyrood Day (Sept. 14) through Candlemas (Feb. 2)

Fallow deer buck: Nativity of St. John (June 24) through Holyrood Day (Sept. 14)

Fallow deer buck: Nativity of St. John (June 24) through Holyrood Day (Sept. 14)

Fallow doe: Holyrood Day (Sept. 14) through Candlemas (Feb. 2)

Roe deer buck: Easter through Michaelmas (Sept. 29)

Roe doe: Michaelmas (Sept. 29) through Candlemas

Hare: Michaelmas (Sept. 29) through Midsummer (June 24) (some authors - all year)

Rabbit: All year

Wild boar: Christmas Day through Candlemas (Feb. 2) (some authors Michaelmas to St. Martin’s Day)

Wolf: Christmas through the Annuciation (March 25)

Fox: Christmas through the Annuciation (March 25)

Otter: Shrove Tide (Feb. 22) through Midsummer (June 24)

Where Do They Hunt?

Obviously hunting took place where the game was, but the parks and forests where game lived were often an extension of a lord’s lands and holdings. They were carefully guarded against poachers by foresters who were also expected to keep an eye out for the best game. Royal preserve could be quite extensive and go one for miles. Even where the land was not owned by the hunters, there were usually provisions that permitted hunting.

Grants to monastic establishments frequently specify what the monks may or may not take from the land in order to preserve the quality of game. They may be limited in the amount of wood they may cut or required to hand over part of the gains from any hunting there.

In any case, hunters went wherever they could find game in season, and being of the nobility, troubled very little about encroaching on another’s property. The chances are if you were hunting in the neighborhood, you neighbor was hunting with you. The law courts of the time were familiar with complaints about hunts trampling crops and damaging property.

How Do They Hunt?

All phases of hunting have precise rituals and vocabulary. The equipment, which it may be of high quality and great beauty, is made for utility.  Everything that is done is done to ensure success and enjoyment.
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The hunt starts with a “gathering” the night before where the huntsmen meet to examine the various droppings from the proposed game (for which there is a varied terminology depending on the animal) and discuss the size of the prints left by the animals to select the mostly likely quarry. The gathering is supposed to take place at a picturesque clearing close by a well or stream. Fine food and drink is to be set forth to encourage good companionship. Entertainments may be offered suitable to the season. For example, the Horn Dance of Abbots Bromley (an early morris dance) was usually performed around Christmas. There were other pageants and entertainments that helped liven up a working party.

Hunters often dressed in green (in summer) and grey (in winter). Each carried a horn so that the various calls of the hunt may be signaled at the correct stage. 

The hunting is usually par force (from horseback) and starts very early in the morning at first light. The appropriate hounds for the day’s sport are leashed into couples and sent out into the hunting grounds to take up strategic locations to enable them to hunt in relays, letting fresh hounds take over for the weary and wounded, and ensuring the quarry got no chance to escape.
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The type of hound used depended upon the quarry. The most common hunting dogs were greyhounds, running hounds, lymers, alaunts, harriers, mastiff and spaniels. Some were valued more for their endurance in the chase, some for their strength in pulling down a quarry, and some for scenting. Larger prey required more strength and sight, smaller required better scenting and speed.

The huntsmen who had charge of the hounds were known as the “berners” or “varlets de chiens.” They were responsible for the kennel work and feeding the hounds (who diet largely consisted of a combination of bread and meat).

The huntsmen who had charge of the greyhounds were called “fewterers” or “varlets del lèviers.” This ranked slightly above the berners.

Next would be the aide de la vènerie or assistant huntsman and then the veneur or full huntsman.

Above all of these would rank the Maistre Veneur et Maistre de Eaues et des Forests or Master Huntsman of the Waters and Forests. 

Of course the lord of the manor and his guests ranked above the working men, but nonetheless they tried to work as a team with a common purpose

If the hunting is with hawks, all the huntsmen were called falconers, but distinctions were made between a “hawk of the tower” and “hawk of the fist.” This is largely the distinction between falcons and hawks. The former are the gyrfalcon, peregrine, falcon, lanner, saker, merlin and hobby; the latter are birds like the goshawk and sparrowhawk.

Once the party was ready, they rode off to where the chosen quarry was thought to be located. Once the hunt had started, the hunters would communicate via hallooing and horn calls in an elaborate system. A “moot” or “mote” was a single note that was sounded either long or short. In combination, various messages were passed along. Common types of calls were:

The Forlonge – sounded when the stag had gotten ahead of the hounds or outdistanced the huntsmen.

The Perfect or Parfit – sounded when the hounds were hunting the right line.

The Prise (perhaps also The Mort or Death) – reserved to the chief huntsman and only sounded when the deer was slain by strength, not with an arrow.

The Menèe – sounded when the hunters returned to the hall.

There were also various onomatopoeic cries the hunters were to use to encourage the hounds to their task. 

The hunt would likely take all day with multiple kills, and each kill must have its appropriate rituals.  In the case of a deer, the “unmaking” involved an exact procedure of butchery that used special cutlery. 

First, the deer was turned on its back with its antlers in the earth in “the bay” position. “The skin of the throat was slit up the length of the neck, and then downwards at each end, forming two flaps or ‘labelles’ which hung down over the head, and cuts were made through the flesh down to the neckbone,” according to Cummins. Then the mort was blown and the hounds encouraged to bay, in part to excite them for the treat they would shortly receive. They were briefly allowed to tear at the carcase, but then driven back while the next steps took place.

The fourchèe, a large forked stick, was set up to receive certain delectable parts of the deer for display while the beast was butchered. The unusable portions, such as the pelvic bone, were left to the crows. The curèe or ritual of rewarding the hounds follwed the unmaking, and consisted of mixing the less tasty parts of the deer (called nombles) with bread and blood, then feeding the hounds on the hide.

When the unmaking was complete, the prèsent took place. The deer’s head was put on top of a pole or spear and carried home in triumph to the sound of hunting horns.

The butchered animal was then sent off to the kitchens for preparation for that night’s feasting.
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My favorite pieces of hunting trivia:

The source of the modern word “lapel” appears to be related to a cut made on the slain deer, basically from the windpipe down the chest where the flesh was folded back.

The venery term for a group of wolves is a “route of wolves” which is also used for knights.

The modern phrase “to run riot” is related to hunting dogs losing the scent of a rabbit and then running about randomly.

The modern phrase “to ferret out” is also related to rabbit hunting where ferrets were sent down into the warrens to flush out the bunnies.

The only beast hunted that has a nickname is the fox, called “Reynard.”

The phrase “to eat humble pie” comes from the word “nombles” or “numbles” which were the diced leavings of the deer after the best parts for humans to eat were removed that were mixed with bread and fed to the dogs.

