
"A multitude of villains of various nations associated in arms by the greed to 
appropriate the fruits of labor of innocent and unarmed people, let loose to 

every cruelty, to extort money, methodically devastating the countryside. . . ."Thus 
pope Urban V described the bands of mercenary soldiers that rode throughout 
Europe in the fourteenth century.' This essaywill focus on the impact of these mer- 
cenaries on Italian cities. It will discuss what recourse was available to towns in 
guarding against mercenary attacks, and will sketch the far-reaching economic and 

consequences of what was, along with plague and famine, one of the most 
severe scourges of the era. 

Although mercenaries had plied their trade for centuries, the bands of the four- 
teenth century were particularly burdensome. Known collectively as "free comya- 
nies," they were large, autonomous units tied together in loose confederations under 
the command of an elected captain. Continuous wars, combined with a lack of eco- 
nomic opportunity, had swelled their numbers, which included professional sol- 
diers, restless knights, and assorted adventurers from all over Europe. Their 
organization was corporate, with a well-articulated hierarchy of sub-commanders 
and chancellors, and an internal machinery that oversaw the democratic distribu- 
tion of loot. They took romantic and self-important names such as the Great 
Company, the Company of the Star, and the Company of St. George. In times of 
war, they sold their services to the highest bidder; in times of peace, they became 
marauders, raiding and ravaging the countryside, committing the atrocities Urban 
V enumerated above. In France, where they were also known as routiers or 
icorcheurs, they fought in the battles of the Hundred Years War. During truces, they 
laid waste to various regions, including Burgundy, Limousin, Auvergne, the Ile-de- 
France, and the h i r e  and Rh6ne valleys. In Spain they were active in the war 
between Peter the Cruel of Castile and Peter the Ceremonious of Aragon. 
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But it was in Italy, where they were known as "Companies of Adventure" and 
their captains as condottieri, that they committed their worst crimes. With its 
wealthy cities and contentious communal politics, Italy provided a particularly fer- 
tile field for mercenary activity. Since the thirteenth century, mercenaries had taken 
part in local wars, and by the middle of the fourteenth century, the peninsula was 
flooded by companies. Their path of destruction extended from the northern 
reaches of Savoy to the southern borders of Naples. Tuscany and Umbria, which lay 
between the expanding Visconti domain to the north and the Pope and the 
Kingdom of Naples to the south, were the most frequent sites of their ex~esses.~ 

The question confronting Italian cities was how to deal with the problem. What 
actions could be taken to forestall the raids? The most common response was to buy 
reprieve by offering the companies bribes. In 1342, Werner of Urslingen and the 
Great Company, the first of Italy's unwanted guests, were paid off in turn by Cesena, 
Perugia, Arezzo, Siena, and several Lombard communes. Eleven years later, the 
Great Company, now under the command of Montreal d'Albarno (whom the 
Italians called Fra Moriale), returned and extracted tribute from Pisa, Arezzo, 
Florence, Siena, and the Malatesta of Rimini. These bribes were usually part of a for- 
mal contract between the commune and the company in which the company 
agreed, among other things, not to enter local territory for a specific time. The con- 
tract in October 1381 between Siena and the company led by John Hawkwood, for 
example, called for payment of 4,000 florins to the company in return for a promise 
not to attack Sienese territory for 18 months? 

These payments, of course, only encouraged the mercenaries, who took little 
heed of their contracts and regularly returned for more loot. Siena, a town singled 
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out for particular misery, was constrained to buy its freedom 37 times between 1342 
and 1399. Why, then, did communes continue to pay these bribes? The obvious 
alternative was to take on  the companies, to fight rather than acquiesce. Petrarch, 
for one, castigated his contemporaries for their cowardice and issued a passionate 
plea in his poem "Italia mia" for his countrymen to recapture their "ancient valor" 
and rise up against the mercenaries.' Leonardo Bruni praised the Florentines for the 
"manly spiritn they displayed in their dramatic victory over the Great Company at 
Campo delle Mosche in 1358. Bruni claimed that because of this victory the "fame 
of the Florentine people.. . grew greatlybefore all the other  people^."^ These opin- 
ions have been echoed by several modern historians, who have interpreted the few 
victories won by communal armies over mercenaries as proof that "with valorn 
cities could "liberate themselves" from the ~ompan ies .~  

But was the more aggressive course of action the better one? Was fighting the 
companies in fact preferable to paying tribute? This question, despite its obvious 
importance, has not yet received adequate attention from modern scholars. The 
small body of literature devoted to the companies deals primarily with their growth 
and development, stressing most often the events of the fifteenth century when con- 
dottierisuch as Francesco Sforza of Milan emerged from their companies and took 
control of the states they served. Those historians who condemn the practice of 
bribery have done so reflexively, without carefully examining the evidence.' 

Any decision to fight the companies involved several immediate and substantial 
problems. Despite the slights directed at them by angry contemporaries, the com- 
panies of adventure were formidable entities, often quite large and well-schooled in 
the art of warfare. At its peak in 1353 the Great Company numbered some 10,000 
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men. By contrast, the entire French army that fought at Agincourt in 1415 con- 
tained, by the most generous estimate, 6,000  soldier^.^ It is no surprise that Italian 
communes, still suffering from the effects of the Black Death, were unable to assem- 
ble armies of equal size. The Great Company rode virtually unimpeded, harassing 
communes from Rimini to Naples. The White Company, which arrived in Italy in 
1361 after extensive experience in the Hundred Years War, was no less daunting. In 
France it had inflicted great damage in the regions of Provence and Languedoc, and 
had even bullied the pope at Avignon. Its techniques and tactics were at the cutting 
edge of fourteenth-century warfare. The company has been credited with introduc- 
ing the lance formation to Italy, as well as the long bow? The soldiers' practice of 
dismounting from their horses and fighting on foot-a tactic that had proven so 
effective for English armies in the battles of Cr&y and Poitiers--was also effective 
in Italy. To the Florentine chronicler Filippo Villani, the White Company evoked 
images of the great Carthaginian general Hannibal and his men. Villani reported 
that its members showed no fear of the elements, fighting in both winter and sum- 
mer, by night and by day.I0 An anonymous Pisan chronicler claimed that, had the 
company not eventually split up into smaller units, it would have taken all of Italy." 

I 
The Breton mercenaries, known to the Italians as il brettoni, were similarly 

impressive. Like the White Company, the Bretons fought in the battles of the 

I 
Hundred Years War. They came to Italy in 1375 at the request of Pope Gregory XI, 
who was looking for an army strong enough to put down the rebellion in the Papal 
States. Their arrogance is dear from their response to the pope's invitation. When 
asked if they could subdue the Florentines, who were then at the head of the anti- 

I 
I 

papal league, Jean Malestroit, captain of the band, responded: "does the sun enter I 
there? If so, so can we."12 The sack they perpetrated against the city of Cesena at the 
command of Cardinal Robert of Geneva was one of the most horrific acts of the I 
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age, even allowing for the exaggerations of chroniclers. With the vengeful cardinal 
shouting "blood, more blood," the Bretons set upon the local population, indis- 
criminately killing men, women, and children. According to one chronicler, more 
than 5,000 people died. The chronicon estense spoke of the murder of pregnant 
women and of infants ripped from their mother's arms and callously butchered. 
The Sienese chronicler compared the slaughter to the legendary fall of Troy.I3 

Defense against the companies was made more difficult by their willingness to 
join together. John Hawkwood's initial foray into the Sienese territory in 1365 was 
successfully repelled by Sienese forces. A few months later, however, Hawkwood 
returned, this time joined by the companies of Ambrogio Visconti and Johann of 
Hapsburg. The Sienese found the combination overwhelming and were forced to 
buy their freedom for a substantial price. In 1369, Frederigo of Brescia and Lucius 

I Landau captained separate, relatively small companies. In 1370 they met just out- 
side of the Sienese contado and joined forces to improve their prospects for loot and 

t destruction. The combination was ~nstoppable. '~ 

1 
A commune that dared to fight a company was often constrained to hire its own 

mercenaries to augment communal forces. This was a risky undertaking since mer- 

I cenary soldiers were unreliable. They fought only when promptly and amply paid, 
and when the payments stopped or were delayed, companies did not hesitate to seek 
employment elsewhere. During the War of the Eight Saints (1375-1378), for exam- 

( ple, a company of Breton mercenaries, weary of papal assurances but no payment, 
split apart  One faction went north to fight for P i s ,  another stayed with the pope, 
while a third remained in the Sienese contado to loot and pillage. Even prompt pay- 
ment was no guarantee that a mercenary company would remain faithful. Fighting 

1 
solely for monetary gain, mercenaries could be bribed by a higher bidder. Thus in 

, 1364, during its war with Pisa, Florence averted sure defeat by bribing the mercenary 
contingents assembled before its gates. Even the great condottiere John Hawkwood, 
who had a reputation for fidelity, took up employment with conflicting parties. At 
the beginning of the War of the Eight Saints he worked for the Church; by the end 
he was leading Florentine forces. Immediately after the war, Hawkwood was hired by 
his father-in-law, Bernabb Visconti of Milan. Bernabi, soon became so infuriated 
with Hawkwood's inconsistent and indifferent performance that he passed a decree 
promising 30 florins to anyone who "took or killed" any member of the band.I5 The 
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novelist Franco Sacchetti summed up the problem best when he wrote that with 
mercenary companies "there is neither love nor faith."I6 

If, through luck and skillful statecraft, a commune could hold its mercenaries 
together and engage the enemy, a number of things could still go wrong. The com- 
mune's forces could lose, in which case the commune would not only have to bear 
the cost of paying its own mercenary forces but would likely have to bribe the 
enemy as well. In 1384, after Siena's protracted battle with the combined forces of 
Hawkwood, the Bretons, and the Farnese, which saw the capture and desertion of 
two Sienese captains of war and the hiring of massive and expensive mercenary 
reinforcements, the commune was still forced to pay their enemies 16,000 florins in 
bribes." 

Even if communal forces fought and defeated a company, there was always the 
possibility that it would reassemble and return, or that another company would 
appear. Despite Perugia's initial success against the White Company in 1364 and the 
solemn vow of its commander to avoid Perugian territory for at least one year, the 
town faced a return engagement only a few months later. Even the Florentines, who 
scored two of the era's most impressive victories over mercenary companies in 1358 
and 1359, did not succeed in freeing themselves from future attacks. By 1362 mer- 
cenary companies were again in Florentine territory wreaking havoc. The compa- 
nies were truly, as Alfonso Professione once wrote, "a hydra with a hundred heads"; 
once one was defeated, there was always another.'" 

At the end of hostilities, the commune was left with a large mass of now unem- 
ployed soldiers at its doorstep. Rather than depart gracefully, they often stayed in 
the countryside committing further acts of arson and robbery. After the Sienese 
defeated the Company of the Hat in 1363, remnants of the company remained in 
Campagnatico, an important Maremman town that had been taken by the company 
at the beginning of the conflict. Despite the surrender of the main body of the com- 
pany and the capture of their captain, the soldiers in Campagnatico refused to yield, 
and the Sienese were forced to recall their army to disperse the stragglers.19 

Communes feared their own demobilized troops as much as those of the enemy. 
At the conclusion of their contracts, mercenaries hired by a commune were likely to 
engage in the same lawless behavior as their counterparts in the companies. 
Contemporary accounts are filled with stories of drunkenness, public brawls, and 
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generally rowdy behavior committed by these soldiers. Petrarch angrily wrote, "you 
may think you are entering brothels of harlots and the taverns and bistros of glut- 
tons rather than the camps of military men."20 In Pisa, the city council was so con- 
cerned about excesses committed by its own mercenaries that it passed legislation 
permitting soldiers to eat and drink only in restricted areas. In Siena the city coun- 
cil passed legislation requiring all soldiers hired by the commune to swear a solemn 
oath not to damage the city and its environs either during or after their term of 
empl~yment.~ '  

The decision to fight against the companies also entailed social and political 
risks. A military encounter inevitably prolonged a company's stay in the country- 
side, whereas payment of a bribe might induce it to leave, at least temporarily. The 
longer a company stayed, the more time it had to cause trouble. The Italian coun- 
tryside was rife with bandits and assorted evil-doers who naturally gravitated to the 
companies. The many political upheavals of the fourteenth century had also filled 
the countryside with political discontents and exiles, many of whom were from 
powerful noble families. These thought nothing of collaborating with the enemy 
and, indeed, often were anxious to do so. Thus, when the White Company swept 
through Arezzo in 1364 and 1365, it was quickly joined by many of Are7zoJs exiled 
ghibenines In the Sienese countryside, the Salimbeni, the city's wealthiest noble 
family, frequently joined with the enemy. In 1380. Cione di  Sandro Salimbeni, exiled 
from the city some years earlier, gave aid to a company of Breton mercenaries 
harassing the town of Montorio. One of the more ingenious ploys used by Sienese 
magnates was to sell their land to the city at the approach of a mercenary company. 
The city, anxious to protect its countryside and hoping to minimize the chance of 
treachery, would buy the land. The magnate would then join the company and 
forcibly win back his own land. In this way he retained his property and made a 
handsome profit as well. 

The problem of complicity by exiles was particularly bad for the Perugians. The 
extremely contentious nature of local politics had created an unusually large num- 
ber of exiles, who often used mercenary raids as opportunities to move against the 
city. When John Hawkwood and his band arrived in 1379, the exiles went over en 
masse, seriously damaging rural lands. An indication of the severity of the problem 
is the frequency with which communes put forward legislation to deal with it. In  
1342, one of the first acts taken by the Perugians at the arrival of Werner of 
Urslingen and the Great Company was to declare that anyone who gave material aid 
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to the mercenaries would be punished by decapitation. In June of 1354, the city 
council of Pistoia passed a series of stern laws prohibiting any of its people from 
joining the army of Fra M ~ r i a l e . ~  

Protracted mercenary encounters also exacerbated political tensions within the 
city. Moriale's extended stay in the Tuscany led to disturbances in the streets of 
Florence by citizens angry at the government's inability to defend their possessions 
in the countryside. The damage to the prestige of the Signoria helped rekindle the 
political feud between the Ricci and the Albizzi. At the same time, in neighboring 
Siena, the confusion caused by Moriale added to the tensions that helped bring 
down the Nine, a government of rich burghers that had ruled the city for nearly sev- 
enty years. Likewise, the fall in Siena of the Riformatori government in 1385 was 
preceded by three major mercenary intrusions in 1384. The submission of the same 
commune to Giangaleazzo Visconti in 1399 was also preceded by mercenary raids 
led by Cecchino Broglia and the Count of Carrara.23 

The immediate price of fighting the mercenary companies was the devastation 
caused by war itself. The two-year battle between Sienese forces and the Bretons 
from 1379 to 1381, for example, exacted a very heavy price from the countryside. 
The sources speak of towns burned and devastated, hostages taken, widespread 
destruction of livestock, and the seizure of an important grain shipment from the 
town of Procena to Castell'Ottieri. The monks of the monastery of San Salvatore in 
Monte Amiata complained that it was "not worthwhile to plant or harvest grain 
because of the war with the b r e t t ~ n i . " ~ ~  The towns of Frosini, Bettolle, 
Montelischaio, Palazzo alle Frigge, Magliano, Suvera, Pietralata, Simingnano, and 
Chianciano all sent notice to the city council that they had sustained great damage. 
The Sienese chronicler estimated that the danlage in terms of livestock alone was 
more than 40,000 florins.25 

Given the many possible complications, it is clear that despite pleas for valor, a 
commune did well to think carewly before committing itself to military action. 
Nonetheless, given the debilitating financial burden that paying tribute presented 
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for a commune, the question remains whether military action was at least prudent 
from an economic point of view. Could a commune spare itself some expense by 
defeating a company and thus avoiding a bribe? Was valor less expensive than pusil- 
lanimity? Here it is useful to compare the actions taken by Siena in 1359 with those 
of 1363. In 1359 the commune meekly paid a bribe to the Great Company. Four 
years later, however, the commune launched a full-scale military assault on the 
Company of the Hat, scoring its greatest victory over a mercenary company-a vic- 
tory the modern historian Langton Douglass sees as a re-emergence of Siena's "old 
courage."26 What follows is a detailed comparison of the costs of these alternative 
strategies. 

The Great Company led by Conrad Landau arrived in Sienese lands in June 1359 
I 

after a successful campaign of terror in the Romagna. It requested free passage 
through Sienese territory, the usual precursor to an episode of sack and pillage. 
Acting very quickly, the commune bought off Landau for the sum, incidentals 
included, of 6,041 florins (20,842 lire). Although the stay was short, the commune 
hired a modest contingent of mercenary troops to supplement its forces.27 
According to the budget of the Biccherna, Siena's chief financial organ, 10,266 

I 
florins (35,419 lire) were spent on reinforcements through the- office of the 
Condotta, the office responsible for hiring troops. Together, the expenditure for the 

I 
bribe and for defense was 16,307 florins (56,261 lire). After collecting its money the 
company moved quickly through Sienese territory, doing little further damage to 
the countryside.*" 

The raid of the Company of the Hat in 1363 was a direct result of the war 
between Pisa and Florence. The Florentines had hired the company to offset the 
substantial mercenary contingents hired by the Pisans. During a brief lull in hostil- 
ities, the company moved south to enrich itself at the expense of the Sienese coun- 
tryside. Sienese officials, wishing to avoid conflict, tried on several occasions to 
negotiate with the company. When it became clear that the band would not relent, 
however, they began to prepare for defense. A contingent of 400 German horsemen 
was hired from the Pisans. Francexo di Giordano Orsini, the consewatore of Siena, 
was placed in charge of communal troops. 
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Although he was given explicit instructions not to engage the company, Orsini 
led Sienese forces into battle. The chronicler tells of citizen units fighting alongside 
mercenary units, all acquitting themselves well. The battle quickly turned into a 
rout, with the company fleeing ignominiously before the advancing Sienese forces. 
Ugo dell'Ala, captain of the German cavalry units, captured the captain of the com- 
pany, Niccolb da Montefeltro. Many other company leaders were also captured, 
including Giovanni da Sarteano, Lomo da Jesi, and Giorgio V i s c ~ n t i . ~ ~  

Having defeated the company, the Sienese of course did not have to pay a bribe. 
The substantial mercenary force they had put together, however, still had to be paid. 
According to the Biccherna budget of the second semester of 1363, when the action 
against the company took place, Siena paid 26,289 florins (86,754 lire) to the office 
of the Condotta for its own troops. This expenditure alone made the battle against 

I the Company of the Hat more expensive than the encounter with the Great 
Company four years earlier.M 

The expenditure was, however, still greater. By chance the actual budget of the 
Condotta for this period has S U M V ~ ~ .  It reveals that money was received not only 

1 
from the Biccherna but also from many other offices dealing in comnlunal revenue. 

1 The Condotta received a substantial amount of money from the office that collected 
the tax (gabelle) on retail wine (25,644 lire or 7,771 florins). Money was also col- 
lected from a wide array of taxes associated specifically with mercenaries, such as 
the gabelle of "40 denari per barbuta" placed on every barblrta in the communal 
army; the "gabelle delle / m e , "  paid by soldiers at the time they were hired; the 
"gabelle dei difetti e puntature," income withheld from troops for bad behavior or 
for failure to meet their obligations; and the gabelle di due soldi per lira, a tax 
assessed on income of all communal stipendiaries, paid by troops. The Condotta 
budget also contains money given to it by the previous Condotta (15,812 lire). In 
all, the budget shows expenses amounting to some 48,509 florins (160,081 lire) for 
troops to subdue the Company of the Hat.3' 

Much of this expenditure is itemized, and the tally reveals that victory, like 
defeat, had its own peculiar costs. For example, members of the cavalry and infantry 
received, as was the custom, double pay for their triumph. This added 9,262 florins 
(30,565 lire) to the bill. The capture of Niccolo da Montefeltro and his banner was 
rewarded with a payment of 457 florins (1,508 lire). In addition, Francisco Orsini 
and his corporals, who led Sienese forces into battle, were fsted by the Dodici at a 
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