
Book Reviews 

 

217 

Emma Louise Herbert-Davies, The Warhorse in England 1272-1327. 
Rewriting Equestrian History 8, Budapest: Trivent Press, 2025, pp. 
256. 
 

 

The role of animals in medieval warfare, as food, transport, and participants in 
combat, has received considerable scholarly attention for well over half a century. In 
the present volume, Emma Louise Herbert-Davies, visiting research fellow at the 
University of Leeds, seeks to deepen scholarly understanding of this broad topic with 
a focused study on the military function of horses in the wars of Edward I (1272-
1307) and Edward II (1307-1327). She identifies four principle aims of the study, 
namely to identify the types of horses that were ridden to war, to identify their origins, 
to analyze their training for war, and to assess the impact of warfare on them.  

Following a short introduction, in which she sets out a brief assessment of the 
historiography on the topic and addresses her goals for the work, Herbert-Davies 
organizes the volume in six thematic chapters, each of which is sub-divided into 
between 3-10 subsections. In chapter one, Herbert-Davies considers in detail three 
important types of source material. The first consist of horse evaluation rolls, which 
were produced in the context of military campaigns as a type of insurance record for 
the owner of a horse should the animal die or be killed. The second comprises a wide 
range of documents dealing with royal studs and stables that were grouped together 
by royal clerks under the general rubric of equitium regis. Herbert-Davies then 
introduces hippiatric manuals, which provide information about the breeding, 
training and care of horses. Only one partial manuscript of a hippiatric text survives 
from England in the period under consideration. Herbert-Davies attempts to address 
this lacuna in the evidence with a discussion of similar works that were produced 
elsewhere in Europe, particularly manuals by Jordanus Rufus (died 1256) and one by 
Laurentius Rusius (d. 1347).  

The second chapter focuses on horse types (explicitly not breeds) as well as 
descriptions of mounts in the horse evaluation rolls. Herbert-Davies is the first 
scholar, to my knowledge, to address the descriptions of horses in a systematic 
manner and argues persuasively that darker horses predominated in the rolls. This 
conclusion contradicts the perception of many scholars, based on depictions in 
manuscript illustrations, that war horses were light in color. Herbert-Davies also 
argues that the division of the evaluation rolls in a systematic manner among dextrari, 
equi, and runcii should be understood to indicate that there were three distinct types 
of horses that were distinguished by their size and potentially other attributes that 
would serve them well in combat. The largest horses, she argues, were the destriers 
(dextrarii). Given the substantially higher value attributed to these animals by royal 
clerks, Herbert-Davies argues that they likely had specific training for battle and 
should be understood as “combat horses” rather than as merely warhorses. The 
rouncies are to be understood, in her view, as all-around horses, suitable for a variety 
of tasks, but likely smaller on average than the destriers. She also argues that the use 
of the term equus was intended to identify a mixed type, somewhere between a destrier 
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and a rouncy. This conclusion is based on the observation that in some horse rolls 
the equi generally were given valuations lower than the dextrarii and higher than the 
runcii. However, this discussion of horse types and horse valuations is problematic. 
As Herbert-Davies observes, the terminology used by royal clerks changed over time. 
In addition, she underestimates the variation in the use of terminology even within 
the same campaign season. In this context, Herbert-Davies is missing from her 
discussion at least sixteen substantial horse rolls from the reign of Edward I, 
including several in which all the horses, which varied considerably in valuations, 
were denoted as equi.  

In chapter 3, Herbert-Davies turns her attention to the importation of warhorses 
and the gradual development of horse production and of markets for the sale of 
warhorses within England. Here, the focus turns from the three types of sources 
examined in chapter one to a much broader array of royal commands, as well as 
letters, sales records, and narrative accounts. Herbert-Davies offers a valuable survey 
of the evidence for the growth of the horse industry within England. However, 
detailed analysis of the numbers, types, values, and uses of horses that were produced 
by various magnates and ecclesiastical institutions is hampered by the lack of detailed 
records outside of the context of the royal government.  

Chapters 4 and 5 are the real heart of the text where Herbert-Davies’ extensive 
background as the owner, rider, and trainer of horses is brought to bear. She offers 
a detailed analysis of the information recorded in the equitium regis documents, and 
what these documents reveal about breeding programs, the medical treatment of 
horses, and training regimes. Herbert-Davies brings to life the rather dry and 
routinized information in these texts regarding the purchases of fodder, horse tack, 
the movement of stallions, the payment of grooms, and records of births and deaths 
of animals. It should be noted, however, that much of the discussion in both 
chapters, and particularly efforts to provide context to the details in the equitium regis 
documents, draws on information provided in hippiatric treatises produced outside 
of England. If one accepts that there was a general, European-wide understanding of 
the medical treatment of horses and their training in the period under consideration, 
then these sections will be compelling to readers. However, Herbert-Davis does not 
make a systematic case that practice in England was consistent with that found 
elsewhere in Europe and even observes at several points that information in the 
equitium regis documents reveals that the treatment of horses ran counter to 
recommendations found in hippiatric manuals.  

In the final chapter, Herbert-Davies turns to a discussion of horses on campaign, 
with a focus on the muster, appraisal process for horses included in the evaluation 
rolls, the care of horses on campaign, horse armor, and the description of the various 
fates of horses. The discussion of horse armor is particularly illuminating. 

The great strength of this work is Herbert-Davies’ application of her knowledge 
regarding horse breeding, training, and care to the administrative documents 
produced by the royal government during the reigns of Edward I and Edward II. In 
the third and sixth chapters, she usefully expands upon an already extensive body of 
scholarship to illuminate several institutional and administrative aspects of acquiring 
horses for military purposes, and their maintenance on campaign. However, it must 
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also be stressed that Herbert-Davies substantially overstates the importance of her 
findings for the economic, administrative, and above all, military history of this 
period. This is particularly the case with regard to her assertions about the supposed 
essential and central role of knights and men at arms in military operations, and the 
emphasis on training horses for mounted combat.  Men on horseback rarely 
accounted for more than ten percent of the troops in English royal armies in the late 
thirteenth and early fourteenth century. However, even this percentage offers a 
misleading impression of their importance. In the decade between 1296-1307, 
English mounted forces had a significant role in just two battles. Moreover, a very 
large number of the mounted men on campaign were centenarii, that is commanders 
of units of the shire levies of men on foot. Herbert-Davies does not discuss either 
these men or their mounts. However, their horses, like many horses that appear in 
the evaluation rolls, were intended almost exclusively for riding on the march rather 
than for use in battle, much less in cavalry battles or for mounted shock combat.  
 
 

 
David S. Bachrach 

University of New Hampshire 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


