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MEETINGS ACANT general meetings are held at the DPC Club House at the 
Mickett Creek Shooting Complex, Darwin, at 7.30 pm on the second 
Thursday of each month. Approval has been obtained from the 
Commissioner of Police for each meeting to be preceded by an authorised 
collectors’ shoot. Under current arrangements, firearms held on a 
collector’s licence, including A, C, and H Class firearms but excluding B 
Class, may be discharged at approved shoots, conducted at DPC Range 3 
commencing at 5.30 pm.  The committee strongly encourages as many 
members as possible to attend these Thursday shoots.  
 

Thursday Themed Meetings 
9th JAN       New Acquisitions 
13th FEB     Police and Militia  
12th MAR   Bayonets, Swords, Knives  
9th APR       Small Arms of the Boer Wars and WWI  
14th MAY    Patents of John Moses Browning  
11th JUNE   Military Accoutrements  
9th JULY      Martinis, Sniders, & Australian Colonial 
13th AUG    Small Arms of WWII  
10th SEPT    Big Game and Classic Sporters  
8th OCT       Webleys and Service Sidearms  
12th NOV    Shotguns, Rimfire and & Bore Rifles  
10th DEC     Ordnance, Cartridges, Tools, etc 
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Collecting Japanese Military Sake Cups and Tokuri 
 

By Craig Wharton 
 
We have utilized a small part of my collection of sake cups and bottles 
(tokuri) on at least two separate occasions for ACANT public displays at 
Fred’s Pass Show. These delicate little cups and tokuri form just another 
facet of my overall militaria collection and like other subjects covered by 
the militaria theme, they are a “stand alone” collection in their own right. 
They have been well received by the public and our own members alike. 
 
WHY COLLECT THEM? Well for a 
start, unlike everything else in the 
militaria market they have not been 
replicated, reproduced or faked. 
Although sake cups are still being 
made today, they are made in 
electric kilns which produce an 
almost perfect cup. The cost 
involved in replicating a military 
sake cup using traditional 
techniques would be cost 
prohibitive today. It took time for a 
skilled artisan to produce one of 
these quality cups. 
 
Each one is individually hand- made 
and painted, which makes them 
unique. Sure, there were presentation sets of bottle and cups which would 
have been expensive to produce at the time. On closer examination of the 
individual cups in the set, the variance caused by hand painting can be 
seen, sometimes. Sometimes the art work looks perfect. So virtually no two 
cups are exactly identical. 
 
Another factor in their collectability is that sake cups are reasonably priced 
and affordable. I must admit, some I have paid a lot more for than the 
average sake cup. But these have been either aesthetically pleasing to me, 
or it could be the rarity of the subject cup itself. The boxed presentation 
sets can get quite expensive but generally speaking, the individual cups can 
be purchased quite cheaply. Almost all the examples I have come from 
bigger collections in the US or out of Japan. 
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In an effort to imbue the Japanese serviceman with the code of conduct of 
the Samurai warrior of Japan’s feudal past, their leaders introduced the 
trappings of the Samurai into their military forces. The Samurai sword 
would be carried into battle by officers, (and later, by senior NCOs). The 
long cloth straps on the steel helmet were styled on those of the Samurai 
warrior’s head gear. The Emperor’s Imperial Chrysanthemum was stamped 
into the soldier’s rifle and to the Japanese, their Emperor was a god. The 
ceremonial consumption of sake as a toast before entering battle was 
introduced. 
 
These cups are from a time of Japanese 
military expansion. Considering 
themselves as the “chosen ones” of the 
Asian region, the Japanese set out to 
dominate all of Asia. The Sino (China) - 
Japanese War of 1894 is when the first 
military cups start to appear. This is 
followed by the 1904-05 Russo- 
Japanese War, WWI 1914-18, the 1918-
22 Expedition into Russia, the 1931-45 
war in China, and the South East Asian/Pacific War 1941-45. In the spaces 
between these dates, the Japanese serviceman was still presenting and 
receiving sake cups to mark special occasions and personal achievements in 
his service to the Emperor. 
 
These cups commemorate many things and events in that person’s service 
time. This covers enlistment, promotion, overseas service, return from 
overseas service, triumphant return 
from overseas (following a big battle or 
victory over the enemy), awards for 
gallantry or a recall to service. The most 
frequently encountered cups are those 
presented for honourable discharge or 
military term fulfilment, presented by his 
comrades on his leaving the service. 
 
Some military sake cups were issued by 
the Army and Navy. There was no 
separate air force in pre-1945 Japan as these units were part of either the 
Army or Navy. Predominately, the cups were purchased or commissioned 
by the individual Japanese serviceman, or his unit. This presentation of 
commemorative cups by Japanese military personnel to comrades was 
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common practice. They also presented them to friends, relatives, 
neighbours and co-workers when embarking on military service. 
 
Like a going away memento in case they didn’t come back, the cup was 
something to remember a military family member by, as the recipient had 
a ritual sip of sake from the departed friend’s cup. This relates to the ritual 
also practiced in our Western civilization where we raise a glass to the dear 
departed and to our brothers in arms, who march with us no longer. 
 
Many of these cups, if you 
can translate the Kanji, give 
the name and unit of the 
recipient allowing further 
research. Written Japanese 
consists of three separate 
alphabets. Hirgana and 
Katakana each have 52 
letters but Kanji has over 
3,000 characters. I was 
fortunate in that one 
particular dealer provided 
translations of what was 
inscribed on the cups which 
helped me greatly. Many others, although beautiful cups and probably of 
some historical importance are quite literally, “lost in translation”. 
 
What complicates translation of the Kanji on some of the cups is the artist’s 
own hand writing. A flourish of style, or too much sake while on the job, 
produces something that our western eyes, unaccustomed to these 
Japanese characters, cannot decipher. Something akin to trying to read a 
doctor’s hand writing. Abbreviations compound the issue further. What 
you need is an elderly Japanese for a translator. 
 
Most cups are of the same small size of 1 ½ inch diameter. Some of the 
early cups were as wide as 5 inches. The largest and oldest I have is a 
shallow cup 4 ¼ inches (10.7cm) in diameter commemorating the Fall of 
Mukden (Korea) in 1898. Most cups are ceramic but they also came in 
lacquer or metal. The ceramic cups are made of Kaolin clay fired in a 
Japanese Red Pine fired kiln. This process sometimes produced 
imperfections in the manufacturing process. The ceramic cups came in four 
types: earthenware, stoneware, half porcelain and porcelain. 
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arthenware cups were fragile and their survival rate was very low 
making them rather rare. Stoneware and half porcelain cups are 
available in some quantity but the porcelain cups would have to be 

the pick of the ceramic type, with those bone china cups manufactured by 
Kutani being the premier version. These are distinctively marked in red 
Kanji on the base, Ku (nine) tani (valley). Kutani, in Ishikawa Prefecture, 
began making cups in the mid-17th century. Kutani pieces fetch the 
premium price as many collectors consider them top quality. 
 
Lacquer sake cups are carved 
from wood and brushed with 
numerous layers of Nurushi, a 
Japanese lacquer, which 
produces a red plastic 
appearance to the cups thus 
treated. These were issued in 
wooden presentation boxes with 
cloth ties to protect the item 
within. Even the simple wooden 
box shows quality in 
workmanship. These were boxed 
singly or in sets of three to four  
scaling down in size to nestle 
within each other in the box. 
Why they are differing sizes I do 
not know. I have an excellent 
example of one of these boxed 
lacquer sets issued to a Japanese 
naval man. The Kanji reads, 
“Congratulations on Mr Sato’s 
term fulfilment”. They were obviously a very special set, and likely cost his 
shipmates a fist full of yen. 
 
Metal sake cups can be found in silver, tin or a combination of metals - this 
type being considerably harder to find. Because they are moulded, they 
lack the personal details found on the ceramic items. Of the metal cups, 
those presented by the Emperor, made in silver and with a presentation 
box, are the most desirable to collectors. 
 
Helmet cups are another variation on the theme and are quite popular with 
collectors. Like the normal ceramic sake piece they are inscribed and have a 
motif, or whatever, painted on the inner part of the cup. On turning it over 
it is a miniature version of the standard Japanese Army or Navy Model 90 
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steel helmet. The Army helmet has the star to the front and rivets on the 
sides as found on the Army combat helmet. The naval version does not 
have an anchor, as their combat helmet did, but instead it bears a cherry 
blossom (sakura). The Navy helmet cups are much rarer than the Army 
ones. 
 
The base stand on which these cups balance is also significant. While the 
helmet piece exterior is brown, (like the Army Model 90 helmet), the base 
stand is in white. This stand can depict three to five artillery shells, five 
cherry blossoms (sakura), an aeroplane, an anchor, or an inscription such as 
“Glory to the Nation” impressed into the base. 
 
Another theme within the 
theme of sake is the 
collecting of sake serving 
trays. These are also very 
collectable but are much 
harder to find than the cups 
and bottles. In fact I only 
have one example of an 
Imperial Japanese Navy sake 
serving tray as this came up 
long after I had got out of 
buying the cups and tokuri. 
Originally, I did not intend to 
branch out into these as 
well, but I picked up just this 
one as a representative example. 
 
There are other sake related items of an ephemeral nature, such as the 
lady’s fan with soldier, sailor and airman to one side. The sake label is from 
a large bottle. It depicts a biplane, maybe indicating a vintage bottle. It is 
unusual in that the label also has English writing on it. Export quality? Or it 
could be from the time in the earlier part of the 20th century when Japan 
was an ally of Great Britain, prior to 1941. 
 
The common motifs/designs found on the interior of most sake cups are 
crossed flags, the five pointed star (found on the Army helmet), cherry 
blossoms, helmets, poetic inscriptions, the 16 petaled Imperial 
chrysanthemum, and army specific weapons such as heavy machine guns, 
artillery pieces, aircraft (aviation units) and horses, signifying supply or 
cavalry units. 
 



 

8 

Naval cups have anchors and sometimes a warship plus the ubiquitous 
sakura blossom. Some pieces bear a crane with outstretched wings which 
follow the rim of the cup around. This is a symbol of good luck to the 
Japanese and is found more so on the Navy cups than the Army ones. It is 
rare to find sake vessels depicting Japanese soldiers, but they are out there 
and I do have a couple of examples. 
 
There were disproportionally 
more soldiers than sailors in the 
Japanese military for obvious 
reasons, as most of the 
Japanese territorial expansion 
between 1894 and 1945 was 
over contested land masses and 
not sea. Except for the famous 
action in the Straits of Tsushima 
against the Russian fleet in 
1905, the Japanese did not 
seriously go to sea and into 
battle until their attack on Pearl 
Harbour on 7 December 1941. 
 
I have no figures for Japanese killed between 1894 and the start of the 
Pacific War on the above date but it would have been a considerable 
number, given it spans a period of 47 years, and some of these actions in 
which they were involved were pretty ferocious. What we do know is that 
an estimated 3,000,000 Japanese were killed between 1941 and 1945. Of 
these, many of them would have been veterans of earlier wars in China or 
wherever. 
 
Sake and beer were available to the Japanese serviceman even in the front 
line units. So we can expect that some carried their favourite sake cups off 
to the battlegrounds of the South West Pacific Area (SWPA), where most of 
them perished. Indeed sake cups and bottles have been found whereever 
they served. I have a couple of cups bought back by Diggers that served on 
Bougainville, who naturally, had to shoot the former owner to get them.  
A Japanese who had served in the military for some time could be expected 
to have acquired several commemorative service cups during that time. 
When transferred to the SWPA he probably left them at home for safe 
keeping, only taking one with him to use. Quite often this was all the family 
had left of that man’s military service apart from a few photos. 
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How did so many of these otherwise fragile and delicate cups survive the 
destruction of anywhere between 25 to75% of some major Japanese cities, 
and the conflagration caused by incendiary (fire-bombing), not to mention 
the atomic explosions over Hiroshima and Nagasaki? The only explanation 
must be the extremely hot temperatures required in the kiln process was 
far greater than the fire that came from the sky. While everything around 
them burned the cups did not. But then again, not all cups were exposed to 
this extreme either. 
 

e have discussed sake cups, bottles and even the serving trays 
but what about this alcoholic liquid that goes into the cups? The 
Japanese have been producing sake since the introduction of 

wet rice farming somewhere around 300 BC, but it only appears in written 
records around 300 AD. Made from water and rice reacting with Koji 
microbes and sake yeast, in those days sake was the drink of the privileged 
few: the Imperial Court, Buddhist temples and Shinto shrines. It is still 
associated with religious rituals (weddings), festivals, and ceremonial 
occasions to this day. 
 
In ancient Japanese mythology, the exchange of drinks between Prince 
Oshihomimi and Princess Takuhatachichi during their wedding ceremony, is 
linked to the ritual exchange between drinking partners of cups of sake 
today. This is known as Tokomiki and is still widely practised by the 
Japanese. Apparently the smoothest and best tasting sake was produced in 
Fukuoka Prefecture. Beginning with the 1894 war in China, its reputation as 
the “Battlefield Sake” of choice continued to fire up many a Japanese 
hellbent on killing someone (or himself), right up to when they all suddenly 
converted overnight to pacifism on the 15th of August 1945. 
 
Due to the wide variety of cups produced, anyone contemplating getting 
into this sphere of collecting would be advised to concentrate on one area, 
or it could get out of hand. Stick to a theme: navy, cavalry, signals, artillery, 
Imperial Guards, armoured or machine gun units. I know a collector who 
only collects the cups of medical units. Don’t go for the “Discharge 
Commemorative” cups as there are thousands of them and they are pretty 
similar in design just with a different name and unit. 
 
Do not go for Kamikazi cups as they do not exist. Well technically they 
don’t. A true Kamikazi pilot drank his final parting toast then ritually 
smashed the cup. He was on a one way trip and had no further use for it. 
Mind you, not all Kamikazi pilots died! There were hundreds of “would be” 
Kamikazi pilots trained up and ready to die for the Emperor and they would 
have, gladly. They were waiting for that last taste of sake and having a 
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crack at suicide when a couple of bombs finished the war. They never got 
to go on their final flight. 
 
I do have a Kamikazi tokuri but this is a 
post-war produced commemorative 
bottle to honour those surviving “would 
be” Kamikazi pilots. Its shape is also not 
like any other Japanese military tokuri 
made before 1945. So, what do we call 
this bottle dedicated to “the could have 
beens”? Technically it is not a fake or a 
reproduction. It is what it is, a post war 
commemorative bottle and the 
uniqueness of what it represents makes 
it a worthy inclusion in any collection of sake cups and tokuri. 
 
That said, several years ago I embarked on a wild spree of sake cup and 
tokuri collecting mostly based on the aesthetic appeal of the individual 
items. Nearly all came from dealers on e-bay and there were plenty 
available to choose from. Naturally you can’t have them all so after I had 
amassed a nice collection of cups and bottles I just ceased buying them. 
What I have is representative of the genre and is sufficient for me and our 
ACANT displays into the future. 
 
While it is always good to acquire collectable items 
in the best possible condition that does not always 
apply in this field. If the inscription and colour 
were badly faded I tended not to buy them. On the 
other hand, because of their fragile nature, a 
hairline crack or the odd small chip is admissible as 
long as the design/motif and inscription are 
pleasing, or of some military importance. As with 
all collectables, the more people jumping on the 
bandwagon will see greater demand for a smaller, 
ever dwindling supply. These once cheap, over 
looked relics of a bygone era will only escalate in price and rarity. 
 
The only good book I have found on this subject is Japanese military sake 
cups 1894-1945 by Dan King, published by Schiffer in 2004. 
 
REMEMBER ¬– collecting anything is an incurable disease. If you are 
reading this then you are in some way afflicted. Do not bother seeing a 
doctor, it is too late. You are doomed!  
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The fight of the poleaxe soldier  
 

By Tom Lewis 
 
The poleaxe occupies a unique position in the history of edged and 
percussive weapons in the West. It uniquely combined an axe edge with a 
spike, and a hammerhead on the side opposite the edge. It was the 
premiere weapon of the heavy infantry in the day of the plate-clad 
armoured man-at-arms. But how was it used, and who used it?  
 
The poleaxe is a shorter and more rugged type of halberd, an axe on the 
end of a pole. Its usual form has a shorter axe blade with a straight edge 
and a four-pronged hammer replacing the beak. Other variations can have 
a convex edge, a beak, and even a flat spear instead of the usual triangular 
one.1 

 
The poleaxe can trace its ancestry through the long-handled axe in use 
several centuries before the Wars of the Roses. Depictions of warriors 
wielding these axes can be seen in the Bayeux Tapestry, which may still be 

 
1 Snook, George A. MD. ”The Halberd and Other Polearms of the Late Medieval Period.” 
Americansocietyofarmscollectors.org 
http://americansocietyofarmscollectors.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/Halberd-and-other-polearms-of-the-
late-medieval-period-B079_Snook.pdf (79/13) 

http://americansocietyofarmscollectors.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/Halberd-and-other-polearms-of-the-late-medieval-period-B079_Snook.pdf
http://americansocietyofarmscollectors.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/Halberd-and-other-polearms-of-the-late-medieval-period-B079_Snook.pdf
http://americansocietyofarmscollectors.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/Halberd-and-other-polearms-of-the-late-medieval-period-B079_Snook.pdf
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seen today in all its glory in Bayeux, France.2 It might be noted that there 
are different spellings and indeed different arguments as to the origins of 
the word – pollaxe is common for example. Originally designed for combat, 
it was also used in fighting in tournaments. There is no set agreement for 
the exact design of the weapon, and like the sword, it may be found in a 
variety of types, weights, lengths and designs. Francis Grose, for example, 
writing in 1708, discusses “Morris pikes” and “halberts” in detail, before 
moving onto “pole axes”, but in essence they are all the same in concept, 
with its poorer relative, the bill, being longer and more designed for 
thrusting at the enemy; pulling soldiers off horses, and less in the concept 
of slash or for that matter percussive strike, for which they were not 
equipped.3  
 

t is a point worth making that weapons and armour in the medieval 
period were all a matter in individual preference from the wearer, or 
the innovation of the armourer trying to sell a new concept, to satisfy a 

demand from a customer. Imagine if you will a man-at-arms who attends a 
tournament; sights a new variation of poleaxe or armour piece, and then 
returns home to explain his choice to his local armourer, who then sets 
about trying to make one. Every weapon or piece of armour was a one-off 
item; slightly different from its predecessor. The poleaxe was a continued 
variation on earlier battleaxes, and it took its changes in design from the 
best proving ground of all – actual combat. 
 
The poleaxe is said by many historians to have been the weapon of choice 
for dismounted combat in the Wars of the Roses period. Many surviving 
examples are of high quality and decoration, which supports the idea that 
poleaxes were used mostly by well-to-do soldiers. This is not exclusive: the 
London Wallace Collection's item A925 is an example of an unadorned 
poleaxe. It is commonly acknowledged that poleaxes were favorite dueling 
weapons as well. There is even a slightly modified type, called a hache in 
French, which was used primarily for duels. This weapon had a 6-7 foot 
long haft and a rondel guard on each side of the grip. 
 
A useful analysis of these edged and percussive weapons lineage can be 
found in Fighting Techniques of the Medieval World. There is contained a 
perceptive discussion of the relationship between bearded axes, glaives, 
bills, and so on, culminating in halberds, which seems to have eventually 
become a ceremonial weapon. Indeed, they can still be seen today in use at 

 
2 Personal inspection by the author, November 2013. 
3 Grose, Francis. A Treatise on Ancient Armour and Weapons. London: S. Hooper, 1708. See from page 52. 
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the Tower of London and in other ceremonial centres.4 Britain derived the 
generic battleaxe for use in combat from a development of a variety of 
weapons fused together by their Anglo-Saxon and Viking use together with 
techniques and materials brought over by the Normans in 1066 and 
beyond. 
 
Bennett et al gives a perceptive illustration of the 
Battle of Falkirk in 1298, where Scottish formations 
were defeated by an English army. The Scots army 
consisted of “massed pikes with sword and targe 
[shields] men, and others carrying axes and bills.” 
Edward I of England used his cavalry to drive off 
the Scottish horse, and then used his missile men:  
crossbowmen and archers, to shoot down the 
immobile schiltrons, shield-shaped formations of 
foot soldiers armed with spear and axe. As the 
Scottish forces began to falter, the English cavalry 
drove in to disperse them. The result was a 
massacre. 5 
 
A careful examination of 14th-16th century art 
reveals that warriors were often depicted using 
poleaxes in mass battle. This suggests that the 
poleaxe was used more widely than popularly 
thought. Indeed, the German name for poleaxes 
fussstreihammer is roughly translated by John 
Waldman to mean "infantry warhammer," 
indicating that poleaxes were used by 
infantry/dismounted forces. Foratio et al and 
Blackburn et al concluded that skull trauma 
evident on bones from the mass graves of the UK’s 
Wisby and Towton battlefields are consistent with 
wounds caused by poleaxes.6 
 
One of the most interesting aspects of this study is 
that we will have to make a judgment call on how 
the poleaxe was deployed. It seems certain that 
bills, poleaxes, swords, spears, and bows were all 

 
4 Bennett, Matthew, and Jim Bradbury, Kelly De Vries, Iain Dickie, and Phyllis G Jestice. “The Role of the Infantry.” 
Fighting Techniques of the Medieval World, AD 500 – AD 1500: equipment, combat skills and tactics. Staplehurst: 
Spellmount, 2005.  
5 Bennett, Matthew, and Jim Bradbury, Kelly De Vries, Iain Dickie, and Phyllis G Jestice. Fighting Techniques of the 
Medieval World, AD 500 – AD 1500: equipment, combat skills and tactics. Staplehurst: Spellmount, 2005. (p. 36) 
6 Goranov, Alexi. “The Medieval Poleaxe.” https://myarmoury.com/feature_spot_poleaxe.html Accessed June 2016. 

Pole-axe in the Leeds 

Armouries, Item 

VII.1542, with the 

interesting addition of a 

fluke, or spike, to the 

hammer face, and a 

rondel handguard. 

https://myarmoury.com/feature_spot_poleaxe.html
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constant weapons of the Wars of the Roses. The weapons are mentioned in 
many accounts of the time: “…the Summons given by the Heralds of Arms 
that Spear, Poleaxe, black Bill, Bow and Arrows should be set a work the 
day following.” But in what proportions were they used? Contamine 
suggests that polearms may have been used “when fighting at a distance” 
and readily swapped with war hammers and axes, presumably surmising 
this because of the length of the weapon. 
 
However, I would see maces as useful secondary usage – more useful than 
a sword – as it can be used one-handed and has good percussive power 
against armour. A sword by comparison is defeated by good armour and 
negated by even medium protection. But in general it is likely medieval 
soldiers fought using one long weapon overall in company groups, gathered 
around their leader. There are few records, such as the Bridport Roll, 
showing war hammers and axes in quantity. Both are short-shafted 
weapons, which would be outclassed if used by a group when facing an 
enemy group using longer-shaft implements such as the bill or the 
poleaxe.7 This had its limitations however, as the development of the pike 
showed. This formidable spear is not good in close quarter combat, being 
too lengthy – sometimes reaching 18 feet/4.5 metres – and in reality being 
developed for defending against horse soldiers.8 
 

words were useful, and had been a good weapon for both cavalry and 
infantry soldiers in the past. But the improvements in armour meant 
that swords were becoming less and less useful against armour, 

although they still had their place against mail or brigandine or jack. Even 
the big hand-and-a-half swords were not as useful against plate. Ewart 
Oakeshott, whose life’s work brought together a close and personal study 
of thousands of swords, classified the “new” versions as Type XV-XVa. He 
starts off this invaluable explanation by referring to the previous marque: 
the XIV’s were made and used when most defensive armour was still mail, 
with or without metal or leather of quilted reinforcement. The function of a 
XIV, like all its predecessors, was to be a slashing and hewing weapon. A XV 
was meant to be able to deliver a lethal thrust, even though armour was 
largely of plate. It seems to have developed along with the development of 
plate armour. [Oakeshott also notes the development of] “its long-gripped, 
hand-and-a-half type subtype, which by the 15th century would be 
called…Bastard Sword.9 
 

 
7 Contamine, P. War in the Middle Ages. Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1984. (See pages 116-120, 130-135.) 
8 Bennett, Matthew, and Jim Bradbury, Kelly De Vries, Iain Dickie, and Phyllis G Jestice. Fighting Techniques of the 
Medieval World, AD 500 – AD 1500: equipment, combat skills and tactics. Staplehurst: Spellmount, 2005.  
9 Oakeshott, Ewart. Records of the Medieval Sword. Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 1991. (p. 127) 
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The sword was an effective enough weapon, when used by the plated 
soldier, if and only if he was fighting another man armed with the same 
weapon. Each could thrust and by skill or luck slide his blade inbetween 
plates, although good armour was designed against this. A slash might 
smash through at the join between plates. Delivered with force, a heavy 
cut with a strong sword on top of the helmet might drive an opponent to 
his knees, and a sideways cut against his helmet finish matters off. 
Sword versus mace would also be 
a one-sided affair, if both soldiers 
were equally skilled and built. The 
mace is not designed for the 
strong finger and wrist work which 
could deliver a sword slash; have it 
miss, and then within milliseconds 
turn the blade and bring it back 
again for another try. (A look at 
modern sabre or epee fencers in 
slow motion is instructive.) The 
mace man could not deliver a 
series of, say eight to ten, cuts and 
slashes and thrusts within five 
seconds, as can a capable fencer. 
The mace fighter was committed 
to follow through and try and 
bring his weapon, without a 
usefully manoeuvrable hilt and 
guard, back for another try, 
although he might be more 
effective with a strong strap to 
secure the shaft to his hand. The 
mace man was also lacking a point 
and a blade to his weapon – it was 
only designed to be used 
preferably with a downward 
smash, although a blow from one side could be useful. Then again dexterity 
and speed and skill were important variables: a skilled soldier with a mace 
could offset a swordsman’s weapon. 
 
But if the swordsman was facing a poleaxe equipped soldier he was likely 
doomed. Again, we are presuming two opponents of equal skill, strength 
and build for the purposes of analysis. If he was well trained and used his 
skills, the swordsman would use his sword point as well as the edge, giving 
him the ability to hold an opponent off to a degree. But taking on a poleaxe 

15th century mace with an enlarged head to give 

more power to the landing blow. (Leeds Armoury, 

author photo) 
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would not have been a matter of fencing. A poleaxe soldier would 
preferably bring his shaft back half over his shoulder and run a pace or two 
forward, bringing it down with a good overhand blow. The swordsman 
would of course try to evade the strike, but the poleaxe soldier could still 
guide his axe in its course, and he would probably make contact. Even if he 
missed, he could bring the axe up underhand, and use the blade in an 
uppercut. He also had the additional advantage of using the point where he 
chose. We can’t know what the fully armoured medieval soldier’s effective 
time in battle was if measured in minutes, but re-enactors give us some 
idea: they were limited to around 13 minutes of combat.10 
 

he armour of the fully-plated man-at-arms made him largely 
invulnerable to the swordsman. The swordsman’s technique of 
aiming for the joints of the plate was not very effective. His cutting 

edge had to be accurate to with a few millimetres or it would glance off the 
armour. His point also had to be just as accurate. Some armour with 
overlapping sections was not even that vulnerable. Then again, it is 
important not to generalise in this field. It was always the case that armour 
and weapons changed and developed, for there was more at stake than 
just protect in the case of the former. Hanson observed of the Greeks: 
“There is evidence too of a gradual trend over some 250 years toward 
lighter and less cumbersome armament, showing the hoplite’s increasing 
desire for greater mobility and manoeuvre.”11 The armour was heavy; it 
slowed you down, and in effect the soldier was trading off speed and 
dexterity for protection. Hanson notes a reluctance to put on body armour 
and pick up the shield until the last moment, with an: “aversion towards 
wearing arms and armor until their life-saving potential was more 
significant than the inherent discomfort.” 12 

 
No-one seeing these two contestants of poleaxe man versus medieval 
swordsman in a combat fight – as opposed to a tournament melee – would 
have backed the swordsman for a win. Of course, civilised matches such as 
those fought in tournaments depended not just on weapons. 
Knowledgeable audience members, having seen the middle-aged but fit Sir 
Roger fight with the sword before, might well back him against the younger 
and stronger poleaxe-armed Sir Geoffrey, knowing that Sir R would evade 
the first panicked slash and himself slash sideways at Sir G’s helmet; his 
favourite strike, knocking the latter knight down where he was primed for 
surrender. But the poleaxe had indispensable advantages, which if all other 
factors between two soldiers were equal, meant it was the best weapon for 

 
10 This is enlarged upon in a further chapter in the book from which this article is derived, Medieval Military Combat. 
11 Hanson, Victor Davis. The Western Way of War. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989. (p. 49) 
12 Hanson, Victor Davis. The Western Way of War. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989. (p. 60) 
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foot combat. Further on in this chapter the techniques of the poleaxe are 
analysed in detail, especially as used in company, and this point proved. 
From studying the weapons themselves, both in their static examination 
and in the hands of re-enactors, it is suggested that the poleaxe was the 
weapon of choice for the fully armoured man-at-arms. His companions, all 
less formidable than he was, were lesser fighters such the bill-wielding 
lightly armoured soldier, and bowmen used as light infantry with clubs, 
swords and daggers. The previous chapter on the deployment and use of 
bowmen on the battlefield has advanced this latter theory. But billmen, or 
spearmen as they were often called, made up the biggest other cohort on 
the battlefield after the bowmen, and we shall now turn to them. 
 
The billman 
 
The rationale that the billmen made up the 
majority of the infantry is that the bill is an 
extension of the farming weapons part-time 
soldiers would have been familiar with. 
Derived from the billhook, a simple pointed 
blade on a pole, the bill could be used to trip 
soldiers on foot with its hook; slash at their 
legs or perhaps their torso – although its 
length militated against that – while the point 
was a weapon sufficient to do damage to 
either a horseman or a man on foot.  
 
Bills were in plentiful supply – Boardman 
notes that they were kept handy as a 
household weapon for use against lawless 
intruders.13 Strickland Hardy cites a list from 
Oxfordshire in 1480 which gives a total of 31 
men of a village, listing them as “18 were 
bowmen, 7 were billmen, 5 had staffs and 1 
an axe.” 14 In 1452 Westmoreland squire Walter Strickland contracted with 
the Earl of Salisbury to supply 290 men from amongst his tenants, being: 69 
horsed bowmen, 74 horsed billmen, 71 bowmen on foot, and 76 billmen on 
foot.15 The authors of this citation go on to note that the makeup of these 
men in battle is unknown: were they mixed into a unit together, or did 
billmen and bowmen fight in separate units? We will have much more to 

 
13 Boardman, Andrew. The Medieval Soldier in the Wars of the Roses. Stroud: Sutton, 1998. (p. 148) 
14 Strickland, Matthew, and Robert Hardy. The Great Warbow. Gloucestershire: Haynes Publishing, 2005. (p. 379)  
15 Strickland, Matthew, and Robert Hardy. The Great Warbow. Gloucestershire: Haynes Publishing, 2005. (p. 379) 

Bill head from 1571-1599. 

(Leeds Armouries object 

number-VII.1267) 
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say how the deployment of the soldiers and their unit formations in a later 
chapter. 
 
By comparison to the bill, the poleaxe required much more skill and 
dedicated specialised strength to use. The choice of weapon presented by 
the warhead needed instant expert assessment as to which to bring into 
play. Its use required constant training for a soldier to remain skilled and 
supple enough to bring into use the muscles of both arms, the wrists and 
the shoulders. The fingers needed to grip the poleaxe for long use must 
have also been very strong. The poleaxe was the weapon of the 
professional soldier, while the bill was a clumsy weapon sufficient however 
to allow the less-skilled farmworkers to play a part in a battle. In lists of 
armouries poleaxes are noted as being a substantial part of the armoury of 
professional soldiers. Ten poleaxes are listed in the Bridport Muster Roll: 
“the second most numerous staff weapon after the glaive” – a blade on the 
end of a pole.16  
 

o who fought as billmen? Ian Mortimer suggested medieval people 
thought of themselves in three categories: those who fight; those 
who pray, and those who work. The first group secured society’s 

safety, the second its souls, and the third its food. Mortimer was first 
referring though more to the order of those warriors who made up the 
monarch’s organization for running the country. Briefly, these are the lords 
of England: dukes, earls, and barons. Under them came about 1,100 
knights, who usually retained some fee from the monarch: the “knightly 
fee”, and then came esquires and gentlemen. The sheriff was the king’s 
chief officer in a county, and more of a civil servant than anything, although 
he often lived in a fortified house, or a castle, and kept a garrison.  
 
Apart from this was the clergy – sometimes containing a warlike abbot or 
two – and then a class of merchantmen. Although technically all “able-
bodied men” owed a duty of service to the monarch they often seem to 
have been exempted. The vast majority of the soldiers were drawn from 
“those who work.” However, their service seems haphazard. In times of 
peace there were not many professional men-at-arms: Goodman suggests 
that “in peaceful times the English government had a total garrison 
establishment of less than 2,000 soldiers”.17 Goodman indeed makes some 
excellent points on the composition of forces, and the picture he draws is 
one of haphazard organization, with every lord’s composition differing 
from the next, and the skills and equipment also varying. Boardman draws 

 
16 Rimer, Graeme. “Weapons”. Fiorato, Boylston and Knusel. (Eds.) Blood Red Roses: The Archaeology of a Mass 
Grave from the Battle of Towton AD 1461. Oxford: Oxbow Books, 2000. (p. 126) 
17 Goodman, A. The Wars of the Roses: the soldier’s experience. Stroud: Tempus, 2005. (p. 85) 
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a similar picture, citing the individual abilities of some village men in 1460. 
They ranged from a high of “Richard Slythurst – harness and able to do the 
king’s service with a bow” to a low of “John Pallying – harness and not 
being able to wear it”.18 
 
Given the paucity of professional soldiers, and the limitations on the ability 
of the levied men for training, it is likely that only a small contingent of men 
made up those with full armour – “harness” 
– and the heaviest weapons. This work 
contends therefore the poleaxe was one of 
the major weapons used by the most 
formidable fighters, the men-at-arms of the 
Wars of the Roses, but it was not used in 
quantity. The poleaxe soldiers were the 
professional men, employed as garrison 
troops; knightly bodyguards; enforcers, and 
a means of providing the force owed to a 
monarch. and this weapon was their means 
of maximizing their own effectiveness on the 
battlefield. The billman was his poor cousin, 
a part-time soldier gathered up in quantity 
in the levies. He likely fought with the bills in 
a line, as did the poleaxe men, but the 
billmen must have been more defensive: the 
weapon is much more suited to poking 
forward, or trying to pull a man down by tripping him, and too long for a 
slash. Its point though, would have delivered a nasty wound, possibly 
lethal, to a man who was down. 
 
The bowman, once his trusty, most useful and indeed essential bow had 
done its work, became an agile footman of opportunity, seeking to inflict 
damage where he could, while keeping well out of the way of the sweep of 
bill or poleaxe. There was however a further differentiation between the 
bowmen: some were mounted, and these were more the professional 
soldier, employed in the garrison, but expert in his deadly weapon of the 
longbow. Strickland and Hardy make an interesting note on this: the 
Ordinances of War of Richard II in 1385 stated than if a “foot-archer or 
valet” disturbed the cohesion of the army by outcry, then was to lose “his 
right ear”. But if a man-at-arms or mounted archer was to do so, then he 
was to lose “his best horse”.19 

 
18 Boardman, Andrew. The Medieval Soldier in the Wars of the Roses. Stroud: Sutton, 1998. (p. 75) 
19 Strickland, Matthew, and Robert Hardy. The Great Warbow. Gloucestershire: Haynes Publishing, 2005. (p. 204) 

Pole-axe Item number 

VII.1578 in the Leeds 

Armouries, showing a more 

unusual type of warhead. 



 

20 

 
Out of all of the weapons employed in the Wars of the Roses, the poleaxe 
was likely the most lethal. It is the one which was the most probable to 
have done the most damage at close-set pitched battles such as Towton. 
One analysis concerning the dead excavated from Towton graves 
concluded: “Most were square wounds to the head, which are from 
poleaxes.”20 We now move to analyzing how those wounds would have 
been received. However, many of the sections are relevant to the soldiers 
fighting with the bill as well.  

 
How was the poleaxe used? 
 
The poleaxe is three weapons, or even four, in one combination. As such 
the poleaxe man-at-arms had to make a choice each time he swung. He 
had to choose whether to strike with the axe-edge, the hammer, the spike, 
and even to use the shaft in a manner rather like the quarterstaff.  
 
This quarterstaff, much ignored in history, was a length of wood, known as 
a “staff” or “quarterstaff”. This weapon of the lower classes is only 
sometimes seen in stories – being only a length of wood it has not survived 
to find a place in museums. The quarterstaff’s best-known appearance is 
probably the perhaps fictional fight on a bridge or in a river ford between 
the legendary outlaw Robin Hood and Little John; the latter being bested 
by Robin and becoming one of his most faithful followers.  

 
20 The Exiles - Company of Medieval Martial Artists. “The Bloody Cost of Medieval Warfare.” University of Bradford, 
UK, courtesy of Anthea Boylston. http://www.the-exiles.org/Article%20Towton.htm Accessed June 2015. 
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Frank Docherty suggests: 
 
As a battlefield weapon the quarterstaff would be an oak or ash pole of 
about eight or nine feet in length, with a circumference of about 4 and a 
half inches. It was a foot weapon of attack and defence. In attack it could 
be used for both the strike and the thrust. The pole would have been shod 
with iron at both ends. The weapon could be used at full range, or at very 
close range by changing the position of the hands on the pole.21 
 
In fights, the users sought to crack ribs, heads, and preferably knock one’s 
opponent off their feet. In the Robin Hood legendary struggle, both 
antagonists are evenly matched; fight; end up in the river, but remain 
uninjured, becoming friends. In reality, receiving a full sweeping head blow 
from a quarterstaff would be quite injurious, even fatal. 
 

he staff’s actual length doubtless varied in length depending on the 
height of its user: the taller he was, the longer proportionally was the 
staff. The same would be the case in its diameter, and the choice of 

wood is a consideration, for some woods are heavier than others; some 
stronger, and so on. It may well be the case that quarterstaffs were much 
shorter than outlined above, or in fact thinner. Some consideration was 
given to these factors for this study. Author and underwater speargun 
maker Ric Fallu, who has worked with wood weights, measurements and 
strengths for many decades, suggests an oak quarterstaff of the dimensions 
Docherty gives above would be far too heavy to use. This would be so 
especially if the quarterstaff was made of oak, and smaller measurements 
or choice of wood would be essential, especially when considering the 
individual for whom it was being used: their own height would be an 
especially deciding factor.22 
 
The quarterstaff was either swung, or the point was pushed sharply 
forward, in a manner rather like a spear. If swung, the user’s best 
technique was to grasp it in both hands perhaps two feet from either end. 
The section of impact against the adversary was the last two feet of either 
end. If possible, one would sometimes change hands so the staff was held 
by both at one end, while the far end travelled at speed for a full blow. It 
follows that the longer the staff the faster the end was travelling. 
 

 
21 Docherty, Frank. “A Brief History of the Quarterstaff.” Journal of Western Martial Art. May 2001. 
http://ejmas.com/jwma/articles/2001/jwmaart_docherty_0501.htm Accessed June 2014. 
22 Discussions with Ric Fallu, 2019. 
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There was an emphasis on speed as well as striking the most significant 
part of the opponent’s body. Cracking the skull of the enemy with a full-
blooded swing was desirable, but the quarterstaff could also be used to 
sweep the opponent’s legs out from under him, smash a rib or two, and it 
was effective to use either end of the staff itself sharply against any portion 
of the body. 
 
The poleaxe itself derives from a combination of the quarterstaff and the 
axe. We don’t really know what the length of the poleaxe was, taking into 
account variations to the haft or shaft length as required by the user, and 
variations on the warhead itself to the end of the spike. There was also the 
regular necessity for a regular replacement of the wooden shaft: a crack or 
split being a dangerous liability for further effective use.  
 
No poleaxes have been found with 
metal shafts. It was probably beyond 
the metalsmiths of the day to make a 
metal shaft that was strong, of the 
required length, and yet light enough 
to be vigorously used as an integral 
part of the weapon. Lances used by 
cavalry were wooden, probably for 
the same reason.  
 
It is certain that the poleaxe was a 
two handed weapon, simply because 
given any experimental use by either original or replica weapons it is 
impossible for the average man to use one-handed. This is a problem in 
itself: two-handed use means more force both required from the user, thus 
making him tired, and impacted on the poleaxe shaft, the most likely part 
of the weapon to fail.  
 
Given the tremendous pressure exerted on the shaft in a full swing – this 
will be developed in later pages – one of the biggest liabilities in terms of 
weapon failure must have been the poleaxe shaft breaking. A slight crack 
could easily develop into a split. Further, the shaft would have suffered 
cuts and abrasions in the course of normal usage. For that reason, a careful 
and sensible user would have inspected the shaft of the weapon regularly 
for any signs of a split or a cut developing.  
 
This means that it is highly improbable for an original shaft, that is, one 
fitted to a Wars of the Roses weapon, to have survived. Henry Yallop of the 
Leeds Armouries notes “almost all of our medieval staff weapons have later 

Warhead of a modern reproduction 

poleaxe (Author collection) 
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replacement shafts.”23 After a major engagement, an expert soldier would 
have replaced the shaft if there was the slightest possibility of it failing him, 
for a broken poleaxe meant he was disarmed except for his sword and 
dagger. And in a melee neither were sufficient: that is why staff weapons 
were developed, because they were superior – i.e. much more lethal, than 
an edged single-hand weapon.  
 

nough warheads, for want of a better word, have survived to give an 
indication of what the “average” – for these were all individually 
made – poleaxe weapon looked like. Warheads on average are 

225mm in length excluding the langets securing the head to the shaft, so 
around eight inches in Imperial. This is a little longer than the head that is 
fitted to the average felling axe. The average length of seven poleaxes 
contained within the Leeds Armouries is 1.7 metres, or 5’ 7” in Imperial. 
The one depicted in the Armouries picture of Henry VIII seems too long – 
perhaps 6’4”, given Henry’s height is described as 6’2”.24 The poleaxe was 
to fight at the Field of Cloth of Gold tournament in an arena. But given 
shafts seem not to have survived, we cannot say what the real length of 
one would be. Two combatants who may be seen in a video at the pictures 
included here are indeed using poleaxes longer than themselves.25 
 
The poleaxe was the best and most effective weapon to use on a medieval 
infantry battlefield. The user of the poleaxe had the advantage of a metal 
warhead, with its weight and durability, to add more damage to the 
enemy. The sharp edges of the head’s blade or hammer could shear 
through mail, the hammerhead dent or perhaps split plate. Good armour 
however was made to resist such blows, and it would only be possible to 
begin a cut if the poleaxe blade was delivered at high speed at the end of a 
full-blooded swing. To deliver such a blow called for a combination of 
balance, precision, practiced ability, and essential timing on the part of the 
user. The spike was probably used on occasion to push an enemy back, and 
if the user was lucky, to penetrate at an armour joint. 
 
Choice of weapon face 
 
A capable poleaxe fighter would choose carefully which aspect of his 
weapon was the best choice for each moment of the fight. While a cut 
might be desirable, an instant estimation of his opponent’s armour might 

 
23 Yallop, Henry. Assistant Curator – European Edged Weapons. Leeds Armouries. Emails to the author, October 
2016. 
24 Watts, Karen. Senior Curator for Armour and Art. “Henry VIII’s foot combat armour”. Leeds 
Armouries. https://royalarmouries.org/stories/object-of-the-month/object-of-the-month-for-april-henry-viiis-foot-
combat-armour/ 
25 FACT Open House 2013 – Armoured Combat. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0SpTNTldthI 
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suggest otherwise. He might judge his blade had no hope of penetrating 
the thickness of the plate of his enemy. But the use of the hammerhead 
could be skillfully employed to smash an opponent to his knees with a full 
blow on the top of the helmet or a shoulder. The spike could be employed 
if an armour plate was broken or had become dislodged.  
 
This choice was made in a matter of a second or two. A soldier would 
deliver a cut, or a hammerhead blow, or a 
lunge with the spike. Then he would 
recover to make another strike, or to 
parry a blow, unless his action had been 
decisive, and no further attack was 
needed. However, it would have been the 
case in melees that he would have had 
little time to stop fighting, for his enemies 
were many and lined up left and right in 
front of him. In almost every case he had 
to decide within a second what his next 
blow would be, and with what part of the 
poleaxe he would strike. 
 
A capable fighter would be able to parry a 
blow made against him by a poleaxe-
equipped enemy by meeting a strike with 
his own warhead. He would need to be 
careful to avoid meeting a strike from a 
blade with his poleaxe shaft, for a serious 
cut could be the result. However, if the 
shafts were metal covered – as they were 
at the langets – then that made them 
more effective in defence.26 
 
Poleaxe blades, the hammerhead, and the end spike   
 
The edge of the blade was best used not so much against armour plate, but 
against the joints between two plates. The best armour was even proof 
against this, as the makers knew very well the joins were a weakness, and 
therefore they sought to make ribs and flukes to divert strikes, and to 
overlap the plates to prevent against a cut through on a joint. 
 

 
26 The Exiles - Company of Medieval Martial Artists. “The Bloody Cost of Medieval Warfare.” University of Bradford, 
UK, courtesy of Anthea Boylston. http://www.the-exiles.org/Article%20Towton.htm Accessed June 2015. 
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Whether the blade could cut through a plate was a mass of variables. It was 
a complex question composed of how well-tempered the armour was; how 
thick the plate was, and whether the plates were in good condition. If they 
were brittle through exposure to the wrong elements; if they were 
weakened by having been rusty and not cleaned for a long period; if the 
plate was old and not well made originally – all of these could be factors 
making the armour not as strong as might be expected. 
 
Conversely the blow being delivered by the poleaxe was full of variables. 
The weight of the warhead; the length of the shaft; the place where the 
shaft had been gripped by the user and therefore the speed of the 
attacking edge – these were all variable factors which could heighten or 
lessen the effectiveness of the blade’s cut. One other massive variable was 
in addition the physique of the person using it. A 190cm/6’2” man in the 
prime of life, skilled in arms, was going to add much more lethality to the 
weapon than a 5’6” novice. 
 

o, given favourable factors, in the right hands the poleaxe blade could 
shear through armour plates. But, it must be stressed again, there 
was no such thing as Blade A being always able to penetrate Plate B. 

This was warfare before the age of the production line. 
 
The hammerhead of the poleaxe was a percussive weapon. It would be 
unable to split armour plates, unless they were already weakened by 
previous blows or cuts, but it could certainly cause damage to the body 
beneath any plate it hit. A full single blow could be enough to shatter a 
collarbone, or that of the upper or lower arms. A roundhouse strike to the 
side of a helmet could knock a man over. A hit to the top of the helmet 
would drive him to his knees and probably result in a fractured skull or 
concussion. Boardman suggests that repeated pounding by a pole-axe 
hammerhead may well have been a technique,27 but the author’s practice 
with the weapon suggests it was too long and unwieldy to be used in short 
sharp blows. Nevertheless it was doubtless the case that, if time and the 
melee permitted, several strikes against the head would have been 
inflicted until a combatant was hors de combat. These could have been 
inflicted of course by several of the man’s enemies attacking at once.  
 
Some of the inhabitants of a Towton grave have injuries that attest to that. 
If the skeletons from this mass grave attest to at least a facet of the battle, 
these men died in a frenzied killing that involved numerous blows to the 
head, often after they were incapacitated and unable to defend 

 
27 Boardman, A. Towton: the Bloodiest Battle. Stroud: The History Press, 2009. (p. 121) 
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themselves.28  However, it must be borne in 
mind that we have no way of knowing 
whether the Towton grave personnel were 
merely buried after the battle in which they 
fell, or whether they were in fact the victims 
of execution by vengeful enemy. It is also 
most difficult to ascertain whether they 
were wearing armour over the point where 
a penetrating injury has occurred. They 
have also been victim to the blows of many 
enemies rapidly in succession, either in 
combat or in hot-tempered execution. 
 
Sometimes the hammerhead has the 
addition of a fluke, or spike in the middle of 
the hammer face – for example, see Item 
VII.1542 in the Leeds Armouries, which also 
had a handgrip in the rondel fashion, that is, 
a circular piece around the shaft to stop a 
gauntleted hand from slipping. 
Experimentation with the use of a spike in 
the middle of a hammerhead would have 
been a special innovative idea by an 
armourer or someone commissioning a 
poleaxe warhead. It could for example also 
be used to hook into an opponent’s armour to pull him over. 
 
Like so much of medieval combat, the best use of the poleaxe would have 
been the subject of a constant forwarding, discussing, and trialing of ideas. 
We can imagine men-at-arms keenly discussing the latest concepts, and 
bringing forward something they had had made: a new helmet hinge, a 
sword guard, a pair of knuckledusters built into gauntlets, just as modern 
racing car drivers might advance a new idea. Except in these cases, it was 
injury and life and death these soldiers were discussing. 
 
It was not however the situation than one effective blow would end the 
matter between two evenly matched men-at-arms. It was not usually the 
case that two men-at-arms battling it out were indeed evenly matched. 
There was much to give advantage to one over the other. While a sweeping 
blow with either hammer or blade could bring a man down, the spike, 

 
28 Novak, Shannon A. “Battle-Related Trauma”. Fiorato, Boylston and Knusel. (Eds.) Blood Red Roses: The 
Archaeology of a Mass Grave From the Battle of Towton AD 1461. Oxford: Oxbow Books, 2000. (p. 101) 
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although the most easily parried, could have been decisive if it penetrated 
at the right place, preferably between armour plates.  
 

t is worth repeating here that we are delaying with theoretical 
situations, and the chaos of real war was not a matter of “two men-at-
arms battling it out” as is being neatly outlined here. Real warfare was 

much more likely to have seen a well-armed and armoured soldier pick a 
weaker target than himself if he could. Around him was likely a mob of 
billmen; maybe a plate-armoured friend; and some foolhardy or brave 
bowmen trying their hand. In reality battle would have seen screaming, 
shouting, and savagery in a confused mad slugging match with the full 
gamut of bravery, cowardice; ability; idiocy and first-timers versus 
veterans, all mixing it up without regard to any rule save the best, nastiest, 
luckiest and most savage warrior winning.  
 
The spike would also have been an effective psychological weapon, when 
jabbed at the face of an enemy soldier. Its point was closer to the enemy 
than the blade or hammer, and would have caused an instinctive recoiling 
which would have meant a momentary hesitation; a mistake in defence, 
and thus allow a split-second blow inside one’s guard. 
 
Some accounts29 refer to a spike equipping the foot of the poleaxe, but this 
has not been found in any weapons examined. A spike on the foot would 
have been useful in a number of ways: as a weapon itself; and in allowing 
the shaft to be more securely grounded if the poleaxe was used as a 
support for a tired or exhausted soldier. Given the comments about the 
replacement of shafts on a regular basis made above, refitting a foot spike 
would have been another necessary task each time the shaft was renewed.  
 
Secondary weapons 
 
No poleaxe soldier would have gone into combat unless armed with a 
secondary weapon. The shaft of his poleaxe could break; he could be 
disarmed – separated from it – in the melee part of an attack, where two 
groups clashed and neither gave way. He needed something which was 
effective and as lethal as possible, but which could be carried without too 
much thought and taken up easily when needed. It cannot have been 
something as lengthy as another poleaxe, for the shaft prevented it from 
being easily carried at the waist, and straps holding another along his back 
would have been easily cut and tangled in combat.  
 

 
29 Waldman, John. Hafted Weapons in Medieval and Renaissance Europe. Netherlands: Brill, 2005. (p. 159) 
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The most logical example is a mace or sword; the latter without a scabbard, 
for once the sword was withdrawn a scabbard would be an encumbrance. 
Maces have survived in quantity from the period, as have swords, the latter 
more chosen for strength and thrusting ability rather than length, which 
would have made it difficult to swing in a crush. Oakeshott has noted that 
most of the swords from this period are built along these lines.30 In fact the 
Roman gladius can be said to be more an inspiration – 1000 years after the 
Empire collapsed – than the sabres and smallswords which were beginning 
to  appear at the time. 
 
Maces often have heads that contain 
protruding sharpened metal lines, which 
would add to their ability to split armour at 
the joins. This is where the sword would 
have been deployed, inbetween plates 
rather than trying to pierce them. However, 
it must be emphasized that any soldier who 
was using either of these weapons was at a 
disadvantage against a poleaxe-equipped 
man, who could use the length of his 
weapon to hold off swings, and with timing 
deploy one of the formidable blows which 
was the primary purpose of the poleaxe. 
 
Ground and Weather. The ground underfoot 
two battling combatants was a constant 
factor. If it was slippery from rain or snow – 
as it was at Towton – then the effectiveness 
of each man’s parries and strokes was given 
less effectiveness as his balance was 
constantly undermined. In such situations 
the person who was the most experienced in 
such circumstances became a factor, but the 
weight of armour and weapons began to be 
negated. The advantages of the plated man 
became less and less the worse the ground 
became: as Oman put it referring to Agincourt: “The archer was effective 
not only with his box but with his axe or mallet, when once his adversary 
was tired out and hampered in the mire.”31  
 

 
30 Oakeshott, Ewart. Records of the Medieval Sword. Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 1991. See for example p. 175. 
31 Oman, Charles. A History of the Art of War in the Middle Ages. Vol. II. London: Methuen and Co. Ltd, 1924. (p. 379) 

Henry VIII’s Foot Combat Armour 

– probably the most effective plate 

armour ever made, with beautifully 

interlocking and slides plates. 

(Leeds Armouries) 
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The fighter who was on higher ground had an advantage. It requires more 
strength to swing uphill, and it is more tiring, with the constant drag of 
gravity a lessening factor for the poleaxe warhead to arrive at its target. If 
the combatants were fighting on slopes, then the soldier who had the 
higher ground had that advantage, whether he was being forced up it by 
the line of enemies advancing, or whether he was coming down it as his 
line gained an advantage.  
 

ommanders knew full well the gain or loss height and condition of 
the ground gave them, and would often seek the height advantage if 
they could. But this was only if they would keep it for the entire 

battle. They also knew that the advantage for the full length of time might 
not be theirs, and that the ground might count against them even if they 
started well. For such reasons battles in which both sides thought they had 
a chance were sought out on level ground. By comparison, a general who 
thought he wanted to defend – perhaps to damage his enemy by attrition – 
might have sought a gentle slope at his men’s backs in order to give an 
advantage.  
 
Often overlooked by analysts, weather was a primary factor in determining 
battles – and for that reason is still given first even today in battlespace 
assessments. The wind works against you if you are shooting into it, 
lessening the flight duration of arrows (and today of bullets, artillery 
rounds, and missiles.) Wind also moves the projectile off course, either left 
or right unless you are firing directly into it. Bowmen were taught to “allow 
for the wind” when shooting, and they shot their arrows slightly off target 
to allow the wind to correct the aim effectively. But in gusty conditions 
such offsets were lessened. 
 
Rain cut visibility for all concerned. It was also a primary factor in lessening 
the power of the longbow. If the bowstring became wet its power was far 
lessened. Bowmen were taught to unstring their bows if rain was 
approaching, and anecdotally, as per the rain storm which preceded the 
Battle of Crecy, they often coiled them and put them in their hat or helmet. 
This of course meant the bowman was disarmed, and he could neither 
shoot offensively or defend himself with anything but his usual wall of 
stakes hammered into the ground in front of his position and his personal 
weapons. 
 
For cavalry, rainy weather was a limiting factor, with slippery conditions 
hazardous to the horses, and a considerable lessening of their ability to 
accelerate and to maneuver. The first squadrons would have turned wet 
ground to mud, with horses following on behind inheriting the 
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disadvantage. For foot soldiers, it was the same. The use of pole weapons 
meant a considerable turning momentum that could turn into a loss of 
footing if one missed the target or even if one hit home. Thrusting weapons 
were a better choice but they were, as outlined above, less useful.  
 
Cold was a significant factor for 
some soldiers, but curiously enough 
not for the plate-clad soldier. Ninety 
percent of re-enactors interviewed 
by this author said that cold 
weather was something they liked, 
or even desired.32 Re-enactor Ewen 
Cameron said: “The colder it is the 
easier it is to keep going.“ Several 
made the point at the same time 
that it was heat exhaustion which 
was a vastly limiting factor when 
wearing plate. 
 
Heat meant that a soldier would 
have constantly had to replenish his 
hydration point, or else he would 
fall due to heat stroke. Although 
hydration was poorly understood at 
the time, soldiers would know that they had to drink. Wine or ale (a type of 
weak beer made without hops) would have been one choice for this 
necessity: the general practice of the day not to drink water as it did not 
store well.33  
 
Liquid carried in flasks around the waist however would have seen the 
retaining straps easily cut or torn asunder in combat. Helmets were 
another factor, with the sallet-wearing man having an advantage here. A 
fully plated soldier wearing a bascinet would have had to withdraw from 
the line in order to drink, and this would have necessitated him raising his 
helmet visor, which would have made him a target even at a distance for 
any enemy bowman still carrying a bow. Taking off one’s helmet or raising 
the visor could be the cause of a serious wound or a fatality – this is what is 

 
32 Battle of Tewkesbury Re-Enactors Series (BTRS). Series of ten interviews with re-enactors carried out by the 
author on 9 July 2016 at the Tewkesbury Medieval Festival. 
33 Mortimer, Ian. The Time Traveller's Guide to Medieval England: A Handbook for Visitors to the Fourteenth Century. 
London: The Bodley Head Ltd, 2008. (pp: 173-174) 

Battle of Crecy in the 14th-century 

Chronicles of Jean Froissart. Note the 

bows are much longer than those shown in 

the Bayeux Tapestry. (Public domain) 
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said to have caused the death of Lord Dacre at Towton, and Lord Clifford 
the day before at Dintingdale.34  
 
Combatant Height, Strength, Endurance and Fighting Ability 
 
The height of a soldier gave him an advantage if he was taller than his 
opponent. The helmeted head of his enemy was a constant target, for a 
good sidestroke could well knock his opponent over; a blow swinging 
upwards might penetrate the gap between helmet and shoulder plate, and 
a blow full on top of the head might bring an opponent to his knees. There 
was always the hope too that a swing with the axe side of the poleaxe 
would penetrate a plate. The taller opponent always had an advantage in 
the swing downwards to the top of the helmet, for he could see what he 
was aiming at, and gravity helped his efforts. 
 

he shorter fighter, by contrast, was disadvantaged in a converse 
fashion. If too short he might not even be able to see the top of his 
opponent’s helmet. If he was distinctively shorter his poleaxe might 

not even be able to reach that elusive target, as the angle of the shaft 
would never reach the horizontal in its downward stroke, the shaft being 
blocked by his enemy’s body. 
 
The enemy’s head was the ideal target for edged or percussive weapons, 
and one that was indeed a popular aiming point. An examination of the 
Towton mass grave bodies produced a conclusion from Shannon Novak 
that: “In general, the head exhibits a dramatically higher frequency of 
perimortem trauma than the body.”35 It presented a lesser target in terms 
of armour, for the heavier the helmet the less quickly was a soldier able to 
move his head. In general, helmet armour was thinner and less laden, with 
the ridges designed to deter blades, than breastplates or shoulder 
pauldrons. A strike to the head could be successful even if it was not fatal 
or even seriously wounding. The recipient could be made dazed and 
confused by a good blow, meaning he might withdraw from the fight, or 
present an easy target for another attack. 
 
The poleaxe warhead, arriving at its target, had an impact governed by a 
number of factors. First was the speed of the blow. A faster blow carries 
more kinetic energy. The heavier the warhead the more impact. A strong 
soldier was able to bring these two factors more to the fore. The stronger 

 
34 Waller, John. “Archery”. Fiorato, Boylston and Knusel. (Eds.) Blood Red Roses: The Archaeology of a Mass Grave 
From the Battle of Towton AD 1461. Oxford: Oxbow Books, 2000. (p. 135) 
35 Novak, Shannon A. “Battle-Related Trauma”. Fiorato, Boylston and Knusel. (Eds.) Blood Red Roses: The 
Archaeology of a Mass Grave From the Battle of Towton AD 1461. Oxford: Oxbow Books, 2000. (p. 99) “Perimortem” 
is defined as an injury that occurs “at or near the time of death.” (p. 91) 

T 

http://jama.ama-assn.org/content/286/21/2741.short
http://jama.ama-assn.org/content/286/21/2741.short
http://jama.ama-assn.org/content/286/21/2741.short
http://jama.ama-assn.org/content/286/21/2741.short
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he was, the faster he could swing. The stronger he was, the heavier the 
warhead of the poleaxe could be.  
 
Strength is not the same as 
endurance, in the same way that 
a weightlifter’s abilities are not 
the same as that of a marathon 
runner. In some ways the two 
are the converse of the other. A 
fighter who could deliver great 
crushing blows was obviously 
extremely dangerous, but if he 
could only fight for 12 or so 
minutes before becoming 
exhausted then he reached his 
limits very quickly. Alternatively 
a soldier who might lack 
strength, but instead could keep 
swinging comparatively less 
dangerous blows but for longer, 
was dangerous in his own 
different way. 
 
Techniques acquired over a long experience at war was invaluable. Thus a 
soldier who was older than the average might well still be a dangerous 
opponent. Instead of wasting his time on furious blows, he might well just 
avoid his opponent until the edge was taken off his enemy’s enthusiasm, 
much in the same way as a boxer will defend initially until his opponent 
becomes exhausted. Then one decisive stroke at the right place and in the 
right time ended the matter. 
 
The poleaxe in summary 
 
While the poleaxe plate armoured soldier was the ultimate fighter on the 
battlefield, ironically for all his power he was still limited. His armour, the 
best on the battlefield, protected him to a high degree, even against other 
poleaxes. The richer he was the better the armour; a lord or knight of 
means would have worn the latest pattern he could obtain.  
 
We can perhaps never test the poleaxe’s capabilities to the ultimate. To do 
so would mean two plated men fighting it out without curbing their blows 
in any way. The swings of their blade and hammer would be at full power. 
Their use of the spike on the poleaxe would be given a full thrust. They 

Stained glass window from Soissons Cathedral, 

Picardy, France, thought to date from the 13th 

century, giving some detail of the weapons then 

in use. (Public domain) 
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would be aiming at the weakest points of their opponent, the joints 
between plates in particular. And they would have no restraint or mercy. 
 
Such a test would mean injury. The injuries could be life threatening. Who 
would take part in such tests? It is notable that in re-enactor engagements, 
as will be noted, these are in fact rehearsed and choreographed “fights” 
that are designed to see both participants walk away and indeed fight 
again, perhaps after lunch, let alone another day. Rebated, blunted, and 
pointless poleaxes are used. Finishing up one engagement for the camera, 
one of the coaches of FACT Open House 2012 – Poleaxe in Armour notes: 
“This is simulated for this” – showing a sharpened and pointed poleaxe 
compared with the blunted and pointless one he has just taken from a re-
enactor: “Because if we did with this what they did with this – we’d be 
calling an ambulance.” 36 The engagement coach goes on to note however 
that in their opinion 
armour guarded even 
against full blows – unless 
the opponent was downed, 
and then that would open 
the way to being hit hard 
with percussive hammer or 
edge, or the spike being 
used, and the lack of the 
body to recoil with impact 
would provide much more 
injury. 
 
This article is derived from 
Medieval Military Combat, 
published by Casemate 
(2021). Other chapters of 
the book discussed how 
groups of medieval soldiers 
used their weapons on the 
battlefield itself – and 
reveals previously 
undiscussed aspects of 
medieval combat. 
 
 
 

 
36 FACT Open House 2012 – Poleaxe in Armour. 3’30”. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vZWkDhh9Zsg 
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Two .577 Revolvers  
 

By Rod Wilson 
 
From the collection of the Museum and Art Gallery of the Northern Territory 
 
For some time I’d been told of two .577 calibre revolvers held in the 
collection of the Museum and Art Gallery of the Northern Territory 
(MAGNT) but I’d never quite found time to inspect them. Eventually I made 
contact with museum staff who were more than happy to show me these 
two huge revolvers. 

 
I was a little disappointed on first seeing them as they are both in quite 
poor condition with heavy surface corrosion. No doubt the effects of many 
years of use and abuse in the tropics. Little is known of the history of the 
revolvers. They were acquired by the Museum in 1990 as part of the 
purchase of the firearms collection of the late Mr William (Billy) Bell, a local 
Darwin collector. How they came to be part of the Bell collection is 
unknown. 
 
To my surprise the two are of quite different designs. The first is a five shot, 
double action, top break frame with double tong type locking levers much 
like a Webley No.4 revolver (sometimes referred to as a Webley Pryse). 
There is no maker’s marks or retailer's name on the revolver. The frame, 



 

36 

cylinder hammer and much of the barrel is covered in very fine scroll 
engraving, which is now quite worn. At one time this would have been a 
very high grade firearm. 
 
The grip has an unusual 
flange where the web of 
the hand would sit and the 
trigger guard is fitted with a 
finger rest extension. It's 
like likely these features 
helped alleviate the 
considerable recoil 
generated by the .577 
cartridge. Although difficult 
to be certain, these 
features, along with the 
style of the frame, hinted to 
me of a possible European origin. This may or may not mean anything 
though: revolvers of this design were made by numerous makers in both 
Great Britain and Europe. 
 
The second revolver is a six shot solid frame revolver of a type patented by 
William Tranter although made by Braendlin. This example is marked on 
the top strap with the retailer name "James. W. Rosier, Melbourne". 
Loading this revolver required the cylinder to be removed from the frame 
by withdrawing the cylinder pin. 
The cylinder is a two piece design 
with a separate backplate. 
Removing the backplate allowed 
the cartridges to be individually 
loaded into each chamber before 
reattaching the backplate and 
reassembling the revolver. 
Unloading was the same process 
except that each cartridge case 
had to be pushed out of its 
chamber with the cylinder pin. 
 
As can be seen from the photographs, the cylinder backplate is pieced with 
holes which allow the lengthened hammer pin to push through to ignite 
the cartridge. Without this base plate, it's thought that the large cartridge 
cases may have pushed back against the frame on firing and prevented the 
cylinder rotating. The base plate solved this problem. 
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It is worth noting 
that the .577 
cartridge used in 
these revolvers is 
not the .577 rifle 
cartridge used in the 
Snider 
breechloading rifles 
nor the .577 Express 
cartridges often 
chambered in 
double rifles of the 
period.  Although the same nominal diameter it is much shorter with a 
much reduced powder charge. An original .577 revolver cartridge is very 
rare today. 
 
I’d like to acknowledge and thank 
the Museum and Art Gallery of 
the Northern Territory for their 
assistance in preparing this article, 
particularly Mr Jared Archibald for 
arranging for me to inspect the 
revolvers and Mr Regis Martin for 
providing the photographs. 
 
Further Reading: 
 
• Ron Stewart, The Firearms of William Tranter, Privately Published, 2007. 

• Black, Guerin and Michaud, Tranter Cartridge Firearms, Privately Published, 2007. 

• Wolfgang Berk, William Tranter, Birmingham, Privately Published, 2008. 

• B.A. Temple, The Boxer Cartridge in British Service, Privately Published, 1977. 

• Black, Davis and Michaud, Webley Solid Frame Revolvers - Models RIC, MP and No.5, 
Schiffer Publishing, 2010. 

• The Firearms Technology Museum <http://www.firearmsmuseum.org.au>.    
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ACANT SANTA 2020 
 

As observed by Craig Wharton 
 
For many years now, the “Guy in the red suit” has surprised the ACANT 
membership with an array of hand-held, shoulder-fired weaponry. Pistols, 
submachine guns, light machine guns, assault rifles, anti-armour weapons, 
grenades, bayonets, fighting knives and even a flame thrower! 
 
Santa was sitting up there at the North Pole having a glass of milk with the 
elves and the reindeers and 
thinking what he could take to 
the 2020 ACANT Christmas 
party. Not that he was running 
short of ideas, or exotic 
firearms for that matter.  
 
If he got that desperate, 
maybe he and the team could 
start making their own. 
Rudolph was thumbing 
through an earlier ACANT 
journal when he suggested 
that seeing as the theme for 
December was ammunition 
and that back in 2013, Santa 
had hinted to the members on 
departure, that one Christmas 
they could expect an IED to 
appear before them, then the 
time was right. So away they 
went to the workshop and 
shortly returned with an 
Improvised Explosive Device. 
 
IEDs need not be sophisticated. In fact, all one needs is an explosive 
compound and a means to detonate it. For many years, a ready use source 
of explosive has been unexploded artillery shells that for one reason or 
another, have not gone bang. Naturally, utilizing something like a 105mm 
high explosive round as the explosive is a risky business. Many would be 
IED bomb makers have been killed by premature explosion while 
constructing these devices. I’d like to say that the cemeteries are full of 
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them, but being in such close proximity to the IED when it goes bang, it 
does not leave many bits to put in a box for burial. Probably just enough 
bits to fill half a sock. So, kiddies, do not try this at home! 
 
Usually, Santa arrives at DPC and sits outside till our President has stopped 
talking about what he has on the table for “show and tell” which is Santa’s 
cue to kick the doors open and go “Yo, ho, hoing” inside, whereupon the 
members inspect what Santa has bought to the party and take photos of 
him and his weaponry. Sometimes El 
Presidente can go over the allotted 
time and those mosquitoes are 
notoriously savage and persistent 
while waiting outside. All of us, Santa, 
the elf assistants, Rudy and the boys 
have all caught Malaria, Ross River 
Fever, Japanese Encephalitis and every 
other mosquito-borne disease while 
waiting for the cue to enter. 
 
This year Santa was playing it smart. 
The “Guy in the Red Suit” hung out in 
the kitchen organising his kitchen staff 
in preparing the annual feast, while 
dodging the mozzies and having a cold 
one. Right on cue, as El Presidente‘s 
spiel finished, the red-suited warrior 
burst through kitchen/bar doors 
clutching his 105mm IED to his left 
side as he brandished his “AK-47” (AP 
80) in his right hand. Placing the IED 
on the table he then proceeded to give 
a demonstration of how these things 
work by dialling the number of the 
phone which is the detonating device. 
Some members looked on with 
amusement, some with maybe a tad of 
apprehension. Had Santa gone mad?  
 
Redialling, nothing happened, which led Santa to examine the offending 
phone. “Bugger!” he said, “flat battery!” The membership had just been 
shown how these things are constructed and how easily deployed they can 
be. We that have served have been combating these devices for a long 
time now, so I thought the civilian members might like to see what a 
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“dummy” IED looked like up close. Apart from the normal training Santa 
received before he changed into the red suit, he also received some 
training from those gentlemen in Swanbourne that strangle chickens. 
Hence his knowledge of these devices. 
 
Santa was not carrying any back-up pistol or grenades this time round, as 
he figured he had enough explosives on him. As well as the 105mm IED he 
had several slabs of C-4 plastic explosives in his AK-47 chest webbing. 
Dummies of course. The AP-80 Kalashnikov look-alike is a .22 calibre 
version of its infamous big brother. Santa usually carries it in the sleigh and 
on arrival at DPC puts a few rounds down range to blow the cobwebs out 
of it. An article covering this firearm is written up and awaiting publication 
in a future issue of the journal, so we won’t go into any detail of it here. 
 
The usual thank you to Antony and Peter for supplying their ever-popular 
Magpie Goose satays and Team “W” who supply and prepare the Christmas 
feast each year, (Craig, Ann, Peter and Brooke). Despite 2020 being such a 
bad year for many around the world with some 2,000,000 dying from 
Coronavirus since Christmas 2019, there is a glimmer of hope ahead. 
Australia has been indeed the “Lucky country” in that we have been spared 
the high rate of casualties suffered by other countries overseas, like the UK, 
Europe and America have had. There is something to be said about an 
island country with a bloody big moat around it. It kept the Germans out of 
England in 1940 and the Japanese out of here in 1942, but both left “calling 
cards”. 
 
This Christmas when we flew back to the North Pole it was a sombre affair. 
We sterilized our hands, donned our masks and high-altitude gear then sat 
in our prescribed safe distancing positions in the sleigh for the flight. 
Rudolph and the boys were also practicing safe distancing with Rudy’s nose 
glowing through his mask guiding us home. Given the situation in Europe 
we don’t plan on leaving the North Pole till Christmas 2021. Till then, stay 
healthy and see what Santa turns up with for the 2021 ACANT Christmas 
party. 

Student of Arms? Show your interest by writing for this Journal. Deadlines: 
end of month prior to issue in March, June, September and December 

Contact the editor on talewis@bigpond.com 
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