
Additional resources 

Watch a video all about the arms and armour of 
1066 on our YouTube channel. 

The year 1066 is famous for 
changing the course of 
English history.  
The death of Edward I, also known as 
Edward the Confessor, caused a 
succession crisis. Three contenders 
would fight for the English crown and 
the right to rule the country. 

°  Harold Godwinson of Saxon England 

°  Harald Hardrada of Norway  

°  William the Duke of Normandy  

All three believed they had a right to the 
English throne.  

In order to fight for the crown they needed 
armies with weapons, armour and battle tactics.  

The ensuing epic battles of Fulford, Stamford 
Bridge and Hastings have earned their place in 
the history books, and led to William Duke of 
Normandy becoming King of England.  

Let’s focus on the Battle of Hastings and have a 
look at the weapons and armour the warriors used 
nearly 1,000 years ago.
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Suitable for ages 11-16

KS3 & KS4 History 

KS3 & KS4 English

The Arms and  
Armour of 1066
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The Saxons

Axes were a very common weapon in 
Europe at that time. Saxon Housecarls 
are often depicted armed with axes on 
the Bayeux Tapestry, and the Viking 
warriors of Hardrada’s army would 
certainly have wielded them too.  

This axe head, from our collection,  
is possibly of Viking origin. 

These weapons caused a huge amount 
of damage and injury. The axe head 
would be mounted on a long handle, 
between 1.5 and 2 metres in length. 
This heavy weapon took a lot of energy 
to use. Look at how the Housecarl in 
the Tapestry is using both hands to 
wield his axe, whilst his shield is 
strapped out of the way on his back.  

Image courtesy of Bayeux Museum

Axes

Housecarls were professional warriors. 
They were the best equipped and 
trained, and they fought close to the 
king at all times. 

They would be protected by armour 
(mail or possibly lamellar), a helmet 
and a shield. Their weapons may have 
included axes, swords (if they could 
afford one), spears, and possibly a 
small knife called a saex.  

Saexes were a common type of knife 
that most Saxons would have carried, 
even women.  

The Housecarls were not the only 
Saxons on the battlefield at Hastings. 
More numerous were the ‘fyrd’ – the 
common people, who fought with 
anything they could get hold of. This was 
most likely the tools they had at home 
or a basic spear if they could afford one.  

The Saxon army may also have had a 
small number of archers. 

Types of Saxon warriors
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The cavalry

According to the Anglo-Saxon 
Chronicle, the Norman army also 
contained ranks of archers, as well as 
crossbowmen. However, there are no 
crossbow men depicted on the Bayeux 
Tapestry.  

Such differing sources of information 
demonstrate why historians can never 
be certain about the actual facts of the 
past and more research is always 
needed. 

Bowmen

The Battle of Hasting re-introduced the use 
of cavalry to the English battlefield.  

A horse-mounted warrior, heavily armoured, 
with a shield and wielding a lance could 
attack the enemy without dismounting. A 
charging troop of cavalry would be a scary 
sight for a poor under-protected foot soldier. 

At Hastings the Saxons managed to hold 
the upper ground on top of the hill and 
formed a shield wall. This defensive tactic 

managed to fend off the first Norman 
cavalry charges, but it did not last. 

As the cavalry began to retreat from the 
battlefield, some of the Saxons broke their 
shield wall and began to chase the 
Normans, leaving the Saxon army out of 
formation and exposed. The cavalry turned 
around and, this time, facing a chaotic 
Saxon army that no longer had the strategic 
advantage, slaughtered and defeated them.

Foot soldiers

Cavalry only made up part of the Norman army the majority of the force were heavily 
armoured foot soldiers. Their weapons probably included swords, spears, javelins, axes, as 
well as shields. 

The Normans
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Activities page

Decide

Think about the sort of armour and weapons that a Saxon Housecarl and a Norman 
Cavalryman would have used.  

If you had the choice before the Battle of Hastings (without knowing the outcome) which 
type of warrior would you have preferred to be?

Create

Imagine you are now a powerful person in Norman society. You have moved to England 
after William has been crowned and you want to commemorate the Battle of Hastings. 
What would you do? 

A published written account, a play, a painting, a sculpture….? 

Use your imagination and your talents! Think about how you would like the Normans and 
the Saxons to be portrayed in your piece.  

I would prefer to be a                                                 at the Battle of Hastings because

Saxon Housecarl

Armour & weapons

Norman Cavalryman

Pros Cons

Saxon Housecarl Norman Cavalryman 



Keep in touch

We would love to read your battlefield descriptions. 
Please email them to educate.leeds@armouries.org.uk 
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Now you have chosen your side, imagine you are forming up on the battlefield with your fellow warriors beside you.  
Describe what it feels like?  

What does it sound and smell like?  Write an account in any form you choose. Focus on the emotions that you would have been feeling. 

Write


