Guten Tag!  I've been posting tasty bits of the book, "The Dawn of Modern Warfare," by Hans Delbruck (Berlin, 1920), to the St. Max members-only list and realized that it would appeal to a broader audience.  So here is the next installment, "Chapter III--Tactics of the Spear Units."  I posted earlier a section on the early origins of Landsknechte and have that available as a Word document if any one wants it.  Full bibliographical info on this book is available on request; it's a modern reprinting of a translation and should be widely available (it's also the third book of a series that starts with Antiquity and I believe goes all the way to the end of WWI, though I don't have the last volume as my interest wanes in direct proportion to the growing importance of firearms).  Anyway, here we go:

<begin> 

Chapter III -- Tactics of the Spear Units

The large infantry square armed with the close-combat weapon had been formed by the Swiss in order to withstand defensively attacking knights and, on the offensive, to run down knights and marksmen.  The spread of this infantry among other peoples resulted in the new mission in the combat of such infantry units not only against mounted men and marksmen but also against one another.  Indeed, this kind of combat now became not only a new type but also the principal kind.  For the superiority of infantry in close formation over the old arms had become so obvious that it had to be regarded as the main arm, forming the mass and the power of the army, and the other arms faded in importance.  The decision in battle depended on the victory or defeat of the infantry.  Machiavelli recognized from his studies that also in antiquity the infantry with its close-combat weapon formed the nucleus of the army, and he therefore promoted and prophesied a renewal of the art of war based on the ancient pattern.

The formations of the new infantry, however, were quite different from those of the ancient units.  The ancients had had the phalanx, a broad formation armed either with the spear or with the pilum and sword.  The newer infantry had several deep squares, normally three, armed with long spears; it was more similar to the later Macedonian phalanx, armed with the sarissa, but the difference between the single broad formation and the three squares is basic.  We shall return to this point later.  The new mission of the infantry in combat against infantry perhaps also brought on a certain change in the formation of the squares and their armament.  In the preceding volume, in my description of the Swiss military system, I held fast to the traditional concept that the long spear, that is, the spear about 5 meters long, even if it was perhaps not yet used at Morgarten and Sempach, nevertheless was generally adopted in the course of the fifteenth century, because it was so well fitted to ward off knights.  Now we find in two passages in Jovius, with a certain emphasis, the report that the Swiss, when they appeared in Italy in 1494 in the service of Charles VIII of France, had spears 10 feet long.  Rüstow interpreted that as indicating that the Confederates, in their heightened self-confidence and because the long spear was so very uncomfortable to carry, had shortened it to 10 feet.  Hobohm, on the other hand, expressed the opinion that the Swiss had never previously carried longer spears and that the true long spear, that is, the spear lengthened from 3 to 5 meters, only came into being as the result of the combat of infantry units against one another.  Even with spears 3 meters long, the early Confederates were able in closed formation to ward off the knights satisfactorily, and later in individual combat this spear was immeasurably more useful than the very long one.  If now this weapon was nevertheless lengthened, this change was first of all the technique of the lansquenets, to whom it gave the inestimable advantage in combat with the Swiss of being able to strike the first blow.  Consequently, the Swiss were obliged to follow suit.  The illustrated manuscripts give a certain indication that the manipulation of the spear was somewhat different among the Swiss and the lansquenets.

If this was the development--of course, I am not ready to accept it as completely certain--it would be similar to the history of the Macedonian sarissa, which of course did not attain the reported length of 21 feet from the very start but only in its last phase. 

The question as to the length of the spear is not of such very great importance, because the advantage on the one side of being able to strike the first blow with the spear is offset by the much greater ease of manipulation of the shorter spear.  The Spanish, who from the start placed more emphasis on the agility of the individual warrior as they developed their infantry, therefore retained a length of only about 14 feet for their spear, and the French and Italians followed their example.

Hobohm now sees the development of the long spear in the following way: First of all, the knights lengthen their lances in order to be able to reach the dismounted spearmen.  The first opportunity to do this was provided in the fifteenth century by the plate armor, because it had the hook for couching the lance, which could not be held long without the hook.

Then experiments were held with the lengthening of the lansquenets' spears.

The experimental stage was not yet complete when the Swiss moved into Italy in 1494 with Charles VIII, that is, still armed with spears 10 feet long. 

It was only from that time on that the real lengthening of the spears began.  

If two such units with long spears clashed with one another, there resulted a powerful pressure.  The sources speak again and again of "pressure" or of "pressure from the rear," with which the deep units sought to surge over the enemy and press him down.  At Bicocca, where the Swiss were defeated, it was pointed out that the "pressure from the rear was not for the best" (since the men were held up by the ditch).  At Ceresole the captain of the Swiss held his unit back so that the opposing lansquenet unit would spread apart in its approach and would strike the Swiss with a formation not tightly closed.  And it occurred in that way.  Monluc recounts that in the same battle the Gascons struck the lansquenets with such a mighty shock that the first rank on each side fell to the ground ("Tous ceux des premiers rangs, soit du choc ou des coups, furent portes par terre").  This should not be taken entirely literally, but when it goes on to say that the second and third ranks decided the victory since they were pushed forward by the following ranks ("...car les derniers rangs les poussaient en avant"), that is compatible with everything that is reported elsewhere.

One might think that, with such pressure from the rear and with the men tightly pressed against one another, that the foremost ranks would necessarily have speared one another.  This did occur to a certain extent, but since the leading ranks were well armored, the spears no doubt also splintered or were pushed up into the air, or they slid backward through the soldiers' hands despite the notches that they carved to enable them to hold fast.  Finally, therefore, the fighters pressed against one another hardly able to use their weapons.  

We have no report of such a picture from antiquity, since of course the late Macedonian phalanx never had occasion to fight with a similar opponent.

Even in the lansquenet period, however, the normal situation portrayed above underwent some changes. To the first rank were assigned a few strong and trusted warriors with particularly good armor who wielded two-handed swords or halberds.  It is reported of Frundsberg himself "that in the battle of La Motta (1513) he stood in the first rank, swung his sword and fought like a woodsman who was felling an oak in the forest."  Marksmen, too, were placed in the first or second rank, for example at Ceresole.  In the battle of Ravenna the Spanish had selected foot soldiers, experienced fighters, crawl along the ground under the long spears and strike the lansquenets with their short Spanish swords.

Nevertheless, all these expedients can only have had a secondary significance.  For as soon as one attempted to mix with the spearmen either swordsmen or men armed with the halberd, or marksmen, or men with short arms in rather large numbers, one would have broken up one's own formation more than that of the enemy, for the formation was based on the gigantic weight of the tightly pressed spearmen. 

We have a document, True Advice and Reflections of an Old Well-tested and Experienced Warrior (Trewer Rath und Bedencken eines Alten wol versuchten und Erfahrenen Kriegsmans), which was probably written toward the end of 1522 and perhaps was the work of no less a person than Georg Frundsberg.  This document rejects the opinion that "the formation should be tight" and should give the decision as a result of pressure from the rear, "for the foremost men, who are supposed to do the work, do not wish to be too closely pressed; they must be left room for freely jabbing," otherwise they would be pushed in "as one pushes people into a ditch."

Trewer Rath therefore recommends another method.  The old Swiss unit, in the form taken over by the lansquenets, was a square of men--the same number of ranks as of files--which means that it was considerably deeper than wide, at least in the approach march, since more interval was required between men in file than those in line.  Trewer Rath requires that the front be three times as wide as the depth, for, it says, to the extent that a formation is wider than that of the enemy, to the same extent one can break into the flanks "and grip the narrow formation between one's arms. That means certain death and the winning of the battle," even if the enemy is stronger, " for if he is attacked in the flanks, he is lost."  It is supposedly the first five or six ranks that win or lose the battle, and the more men "who can go to work" as a result of the broad formation, the easier it is.

In support of its envelopment concept, Trewer Rath attaches to the main body several small units, which are to skirmish and strike the enemy's flank.

Nothing seems to be more plausible than this observation.  Nevertheless, not only is the main body of the Trewer Rath still extremely deep and powerful (with 6,000 men, some 45 men deep and 135 wide), but also up to the end of the century and beyond, the principle of the square formation actually remained dominant.  One theoretician after another recommended a shallower formation, but in practice the deep formation was maintained, except when the space square was used instead of the square with equal numbers of men, and that, of course would have meant more width and less depth.  We shall have further occasion to speak of this when we reach the point at which the change starts.  Let us only suggest here the reason for continuing retention of the old formations: broad formations are much more difficult to move and to lead than narrow ones.  Let us determine here and now that the actual development of a broad front did not result from the idea of gaining an advantage from the broader formation, as we might express it in military history terms, shifting from the square or wedge formation to the phalanx.

The change that the heavy infantry developed of itself is only that one gradually gave up the triple units of the Swiss.  When the Schmalkaldic army stood facing Charles V on the Danube, it was regarded as a double army, and Charles drew up two groups of three squares each, with the mounted men side by side between them.  The Spanish had in fact already freed themselves from the traditional scheme in the battle of Ravenna (1512), and in the second half of the century they went over to a larger number of units, according to the circumstances, with each unit retaining the square shape.  This freer formation is also found in the Huguenot wars.  But this temporary increase in the number of squares did not yet mean a basic theoretical change in infantry tactics.
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