From "The Dawn of Modern Warfare," by Hans Delbruck, Berlin, 1920.

note: The translator, Walter J. Renfroe, Jr., favors the spelling "lansquenet," a French spelling.  I will be faithful to the text in using that spelling, but nothing more should be made of it: we are still "Landsknechte".

<begin>

The victory at Guinegate was fruitless for the victor because after the battle he no longer had his army intact.  Soon Maximilian, who of course initially administered the country only as the prince consort and then, after the death of his wife, as regent for their son Philip, found himself in open conflict with the Estates.  In order to hold his own in this conflict, he was obliged to obtain an army other than the citizen levies.

He recruited serving men from the countries of every lord, from the Low Countries themselves, from the Rhine, from Upper Germany, and from Switzerland.  In the years 1482 to 1486 the name "lansquenets" (Lansknechte) came into use for these common soldiers.

Why were they called Landsknechte? (provinciae servi: servants of the province; patriae ministri: attendants of the country; compagnons du pays: companions of the country).  Why were they not called Fussknechte (foot soldiers), Soldknechte (mercenary soldiers), Kreigsknechte (military serving men), or some such other combination?  The designation Landsknecht (lansquenet) was used for about a century, into the period of the Thirty Years' War.  Then it disappeared, because the free mercenary, who frequently changed his affiliation, entered a more permanent and definitive relationship to a country or a general and was named accordingly.

The word has been explained in numerous ways, but they are all to be rejected.  It does not mean "soldiers of their own country" in contrast with the Swiss, for the lansquenets served together with them under the same colors and in the same unit.  The word also does not mean "soldiers of the flat country" in contrast with the Swiss mountains.  It does not mean "soldiers for the defense of the country," or "soldiers who serve the country."  It also does not mean "soldiers who are not provided by the Estates but are recruited from the country."  It does not mean "soldiers of the same country," that is, "compatriots."  The word also has nothing to do with the lance, for the weapon that these soldiers carried was called a "spear" or a "pike."

The word Landknecht (as distinguished from Landsknecht) was to be found in the fifteenth century in both High German and Low German, and it meant a bailiff, a court messenger, a mounted or dismounted gendarme who also assumed combat functions.  Thus Johann von Posilge, in his 1417 chronicle, recounts that a Prussian stronghold, Bassinhayen, was traitorously surrendered to the Polish king "by a few Lantknechte."  The period 1482-1486, in which the name lansquenet took on its specific meaning in the Low Countries, was the period in which Maximilian was at peace with France but was waging war against his Estates, who deprived him of the regency for his son Philip.  It was precisely the mercenaries whom Maximilian took into his service in increasing numbers and who wished to be paid and who also oppressed the country that the Estates wanted to get rid of. What was the purpose of these mercenaries?  After all the country was at peace.  It was specifically for this reason that Maximilian supposedly gave them the harmless name "Landknechte," which up to that time meant not primarily warriors, but simply policemen.

The development occurred through the fact that Maximilian trained the colorful mixture of his mercenaries in the tactical formations that the Swiss had created and that had already won the battle of Guinegate for the Netherland citizen levy.  The most important factor in this training was not simply that a number of Swiss were in the mercenary units but that the duke himself took spear in hand and obliged his nobles to join the unit of foot soldiers in order by this camaraderie to heighten the soldiers' self-confidence and to inspire them with a touch of the warrior spirit carried over from knighthood.  The chroniclers later recounted that Emperor Maximilian created the Order of the Lansquentets.  That means that these soldiers in the new combat formations with their formal training were no longer regarded as a simple supporting arm but developed a warlike esprit de corps which caused them to appear as something new and created a significant distinction from the earlier mercenary soldiers.

Among the oldest and more famous lansquenet leaders was Martin Schwarz, who was initially a shoemaker from Nuremberg, was raised to knighthood for his bravery, and united Swabians and Swiss under his command.  His lieutenant was a Swiss, Hans Kuttler of Bern, who was also known by other names.

The first definite mention of the new phenomenon in which the name appears with this meaning is found in the minutes of a session of the Confederation in Zurich on 1 October 1486, where there were complaints concerning the recruiting by a Swabian knight in Maximilian's service, Konrad Gaschuff.  The knight had reportedly spoken abusively and had boasted that he would equip and train the Swabians and other lansquenets in such a way that one of them would be worth more than two soldiers of the Confederation.

From this document we see that in the autumn of 1486 the word "lansquenet" was already a definite concept, that he was trained in his profession, and that there was a difference and a contrast between the Swiss and lansquenets.

Just ten years earlier the German common soldiers were held in low regard.  When Rene of Lorraine in 1476 attempted to reconquer his duchy with Upper Rhenish mercenaries, they did not prove themselves but took flight before the Burgundians at Pont-a-Mousson.  The Swiss had to be called in, and the squares at Nancy on 5 June 1477 consisted of a mixture of Swiss and Swabians.  But the Swiss were so conscious of their superiority that they treated the Germans scornfully, and claimed for themselves alone almost all the booty taken in these campaigns.

When the lansquenets were brought through systematic training to a degree of competence that gave them self-confidence, the Swiss separated themselves from their company, and from that moment on teachers and pupils stood jealously opposing each other.  The Swiss with their proud tradition of victory wanted to uphold their position of an incomparable warrriorhood, superior to all others.  The lansquenets were told by their leaders that they could do just as much, and they began to be filled with this belief.  Organized units moved from the Low Countries to England and to Savoy.  Under Duke Sigismund of Tyrol and the direct command of Friedrich Kappeler, they defeated Venetian condottieri in the battle of Calliano on 10 Augusst 1487.  Initially, Sigismund still had Swiss mercenaries, but instead of their looking down scornfully on their fellow warriors, as was previously the case, now the Swiss captains reported back home that they were threatened by the lanquenets and were hardly sure of their lives.

In 1488 an imperial army moved into the Netherlands to the aid of Maximilian against the Estates, which had temporarily taken him prisoner.  Before the gates of Cologne there appeared Swiss also, but the commanders were not willing to accept them, "because of the lansquenets," in order to avoid dissension and so the Swiss returned home.

Two years later, in 1490, we again find Swiss and lansquenets together, when Maximilian moved against the Hungarians.  Watt, a chronicler of St. Gall in a somewhat later period, reports: "in this campaign there were many men from the Confederation with the lasquenets and also a few men from our region of St. Gall."  Thus, they were thrown together again quite often.

This campaign of 1490, in which Stuhlweissenburg was taken by storm seems to have directed general attention for the first time to this new phenomenon, so that the chroniclers felt obliged to add a few words of clarification or explanation concerning the word "lansquenets."

The word "lansquenet" appears for the first time in 1495, in a folk song that can be specifically dated: "There is many a lansquenet in the country."

These were recruited private soldiers such as we have known since the eleventh century.  In the fifteenth centrury we find a number of names for them, such as "Bocke" ("goats") and "Trabanten" ("guardsmen").  The difference is that they are no longer simple individual warriors, but they form definite tactical bodies and have been accustomed to finding their strength precisely in this closed formation, this mutual relationship, and this physical relationship is paralleled by their inner relationship, their new esprit de corps.  What the Swiss, who set the example, had in the way of community spirit and its warlike tradition was represented in these free mercenary bands, once they were formed, by the continuing military training.

For the first time in world military history we encountered a tactical body in the phalanx of the Spartans, whom, in conscious contrast to the individual warrior, Demarat reportedly praised before King Xerxes, saying that the individual Spartans were as brave as any other men but that their real strength was based on the law that bade them hold fast in their ranks and win or die.

Although Low German units were also continuously to be found, the name "lansquenets" was applied principally to the Upper Germans, the Swabians and Bavarians, no doubt because on the one hand in those regions the closeness to the Swiss attracted men to follow the drum, and on the other hand Maximilian's possessions were situated there and consequently serving men in large numbers from these areas were particularly anxious to join him.  At the beginning it was natural that regional groupings and special units were formed, and the strongest group, the Swabian, finally set the tone for the whole army.  In his autobiography Maximilian uses the expression "lansquenets and Hollanders," and in another passage he equates the "lansquenets" to the Upper Germans.  The "Hollanders" also continued in existence, appeared as mercenaries along with the Swiss in the campaigns of Charles VIII to Italy in 1494, and probably were destroyed as the "Black Band" in the battle of Pavia in 1525.

From the complaint of the Swiss against Konrad Gaschuff we have seen that there was a systematic training of the lansquenets.  This point is confirmed in the account of a military exercise that Count Friedrich of Zollern ordered to be carried out on 30 January 1488 in the marketplace of Bruges.   We have various reports on this event that are not completely in agreement, especially as to who actually carried out the exercise.  One report states it was German foot soldiers.  Still others report that it was Netherlanders who were being instructed by the Germans.  In any case, the weapon carried by the unit was the long spear.  Then came the command for the formation of a "snail" ("limacon a la mode d'Allemagne"), then the command to lower spears.  This was accompanied by a battle call, "Sta, sta."  The watching burghers thought they heard "Sla, sla" and, fearing a sudden attack, they dispersed, terror-stricken.

By the word "snail" we are to understand an orderly movement in which the unit shifted from a march column into an attack column and vice versa. That cannot possibly be done automatically but has to be practiced, and this practice can be done in various ways.  This movement has nothing to do with a later maneuver of the marksmen, which was also called "snail" ("limacon," "caracole").

The use of the long spear was not as simple as it might appear.  The Swiss writer Muller-Hickler, who attempted it reports as follows:

"The most unfavorable aspect was the vibrating of the long shaft.  I have personally learned from fighting with the long spear that it is almost impossible to hit the target, because with a strong thrust the point quivers so much.  This is particularly true when one makes energetic jabs and most apparent when the full length of the lance is used and it is thrust out far by stretching the right arm.  

"There was also a more certain, relatively slower thrust to be used when the opportunity offered itself if the person fighting with the armored "double-pay mercenary" wanted to aim the desired thrust at the neck and the lower body in such a way as to strike the joint of the harness."

Instead of the long spear, quite a number of lansquenets were armed with heavy swords which were manipulated with both hands, but they did not play a significant role.  Boheim has stated, certainly correctly, on this point that there were only a few unusually strong men armed with these swords, specifically for the protection of the colors, and later for the protection of the colonel.  He goes on to say that they were systematically trained in the use of this sword, but in reality the bragging sons of Anak who were armed with it had precisely the same worth as the giant drum-majors in Napoleon's army.

The sources also repeatedly praise the orderly marching of the soldiers.  Ranks of four, five and eight men are mentioned.  No such statement ever appears in medieval sources.

In the autumn of 1495, 10,000 Germans moved to the aid of Duke Ludovico Moro of Milan, who was besieging the duke of Orleans in Novara.  The physician Alessandro Benedetti thoroughly described a parade in which the duke, with his wife, reviewed his troops in front of Novara:

"All eyes were attracted to a phalanx of Germans which formed a square and was composed of 6,000 foot soldiers commanded by Georg von Eberstein (Wolkenstein) on a splendid horse.  In keeping with German custom, a large number of drums was heard in this battle formation, almost strong enough to burst one's ear.  Wearing only breast armor, they strode along with but little interval between their ranks.  The leading men carried long lances with a sharp point, while the following ranks held their lances high.  They were followed by halberds and men with two-handed swords. They were accompanied by color bearers whose signals caused the entire unit to move to the right, to the left, and to the rear, as if it were moving along on a float.  These units were followed by men armed with the harquebus, with crossbowmen on their right and left.  When opposite Duchess Beatrix, on a signal, they suddenly shifted the square into a wedge (that is, the broad formation into a narrow one, or the square with sides of equal length into a square with equal numbers of men on each side).  Then they divided into two wings, and finally the entire mass swung about as one part moved very slowly and the other very quickly so that one part revolved about the other, which stood still, so that they appeared to for a single body."

In addition to their drills, the participation of the nobles was of special significance in the training of the lansquenets.  It is reported again and again that they stood in the ranks of the foot troops, with spear in hand.  In a battle at Bethune in 1486 the Germans suffered a defeat at the hands of the French.  Duke Adolf of Geldern and Count Engelbert of Nassau placed themselves among the foot troops, saying that they intended to live and die with them, and as the chronicler says, they shed their blood "for the protection of the foot soldiers."

An account in the opposite sense shows us what that meant.  When Emperor Maximilian was besieging Padua in 1509 and the lansquenets were supposed to storm the place, they demanded that the noblemen participate in the attack.  But Bayard said: "Are we supposed to risk our lives at the side of tailors and shoemakers?"  And the German knights said they were there to fight on horseback and not to storm the fortifications.  Thereupon the emperor gave up the siege.

The first large clash between the lansquenets and the Swiss took place in the Swabian War in 1499.  The older warriorhood of the Swiss, strengthened by success and experience, was still victorious.  At Hard, the Bruderholz, Schwaderlow, Frastenz, the Calven Pass, and at Dornach the Swabians were beaten.  Nevertheless, when negotiations were taken up, Maximilian made the most demanding conditions, and in the following peace treaty the Swiss eventually gained hardly anything of a positive nature; indeed they even gave something back.  Of course, the fact that Louis XII had captured Milan in the meantime provided the motive for the peace. 

<end> 

So, there is some early history of the landsknechte.  Some important points to pull out are that the term "landsknecht" refers specifically to troops from "Upper Germany" (meaning the uplands of Germany, which are actually in the Southern geographical region, as opposed to "Lower Germany" which is in the low-elevations of the Northern coastal plains), specifically Swabia and Bavaria; that the landsknechte developed an esprit de corps that set them apart from other infantry types, based in large part on the confidence shown in them by Maximilian and the nobles he obliged to join in the formations and fight alongside and in the same manner as the common-born Landsknechte; key to the tight-knit unit psychology as well as the martial prowess of the landsknechte, was a regimen of regular, intense drill and practice -- these guys were GOOD at marching because they practiced ALOT.

Erin.

