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Abstract


The author poses the question of whether or not the Rus' people truly played a decisive role in averting a Mongol invasion of Europe by acting as a physical barrier between the advancing forces and the European continent. In response to this query, he concludes that the Catholic states of Europe were capable of mounting effective resistance against the Mongol conquerors. In his work, he employs a comparative method, combining medieval chronicles with archaeological research. Gregory Popov posits the hypothesis that, following the Battle of the Sit River on 4 March 1238, the Russian principalities did not seek to consolidate their position in order to resist the Mongol conquerors – particularly the Grand Prince of Vladimir, Yaroslav II Vsevolodovich. The author further concludes that Rus' possessed a weak military potential at the onset of the Mongol invasion of Europe.
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Introduction


The factors that led to the preservation of independence by the Catholic states of Europe during the Batu’s western campaign continue to be the subject of considerable controversy. For a considerable period, Soviet historiography espoused the perspective that Rus' played a pivotal role in averting the Mongol conquest of Europe by shouldering the primary burden of the offensive and inflicting heavy losses on the warriors of the Mongol Empire. This scientific problem has retained its relevance, particularly in light of the ongoing discourse within the framework of the new dialogue between the West and Russia. There is a long-running Eurasian debate in historical science, wherein the Rus' people appears not even as an enemy, but rather as an ally of the Tatar-Mongol conquerors (an extremely unfortunate, but familiar, term).


The purpose of this disquisition is to ascertain the extent to which the resistance of Rus' to the Mongol conquerors influenced the latter’s ability to conduct offensive military campaigns against the states of Catholic Europe in the mid-13th century. The present study focuses on the Western campaign of Batu (Khan Batu in Russian terminology) as an epochal event of the High Middle Ages in Eastern and Central Europe. The following subject matters are addressed in this study:




	 Determination of the scale of Batu’s army’s battles and operations in the two campaigns against Rus' (1237–1238 and 1239–1240), according to the Laurentian Codex;

	 The mobilization potential of the Russian principalities in their fight against the Mongol conquerors.

	 Comparison of this information with data from the chronicles of Catholic Europe regarding the Mongol campaigns against European states from 1241 to 1242.

	 Identification of the Mongols’ offensive potential in their campaigns against Catholic Europe during the specified historical periods, as recorded in European chronicles.




The “Chronicle of Greater Poland” (Polish: Kronika wielkopolska) is the primary source of information on which the present study is based. The next most significant sources for our study are the “A Mournful Song About the Destruction of the Tatars in Hungary” by Magister Rogerius1 and, naturally, the Russian chronicles dating back to the early Mongol period.


The analysis of sources is conducted in accordance with the principle of comparing the potential of the Russian and Western chronicles (the latter term is used conditionally, given that the concept of the West did not exist at that time). Magister Rogerius witnessed these events and was briefly held captive by the Mongols. While the accuracy of his account of the atrocities committed by the Mongol conquerors is questionable, it is generally considered to be relatively reliable. Our analysis focuses on the depiction of the Mongol army that invaded Hungary, particularly the Battle of Mohi. Historians of Russia have not previously devoted sufficient attention to analysing Rogerius’s work, and indeed it was only recently that his writing was translated from the original Latin.


The Mongol period in the history of Rus' is of particular interest to medieval historians. The first notable event to mention is that the only significant and relatively reliable battle against the Mongol conquerors took place in 1380 at the Battle of Kulikovo. This occurred approximately one and a half centuries after Batu’s campaign against Rus' Indeed, the Battle of Kulikovo is a relatively welldocumented event, despite not being recorded in the Eastern chronicles. Historical figures such as Dmitry Donskoy and the tumen2 Mamai are also not mentioned there.


The present study does not consider the eastern chronicles concerning Batu’s military campaigns against Rus', as they only offer a brief overview of the Mongol military actions against the Russian principalities. It should be noted that these chronicles were written long after the campaigns took place.


As evidenced by historical documents, following the capture of Kyiv on 6 December 1240, the Mongols planned to attack Hungary, dividing their forces into three groups. One group was tasked with launching an offensive against the Hungarians from the north, traversing Poland and Bohemia. In a strategic manoeuvre, Batu’s contingent launched an offensive from a centralised position, while a third group bypassed the Carpathian Mountains from the south. Why was Hungary the main target of the Mongols’ invasion of Catholic Europe?


There are two main versions. The first is based on the alliance between King Béla IV of Hungary and the Cumans, who were known as the Polovtsians in Russian chronicles and were enemies of the Mongols. The second states that Hungary had good pastures. The Mongols wanted to use the Hungarian plains as a base for further invasions of Europe. The Mongol campaign against Hungary culminated in a battle southwest of the Sajó River. On 11 April 1241, the Hungarians, with an army of 20,000–25,000 men, were defeated.3


On 9 April 1241, the Polish-German army was defeated by the Mongol Horde’s northern flank at the Battle of Legnica. During the first half of April, the Mongols’ southern flank inflicted a crushing defeat on the Transylvanian forces.


It has long been believed that the Mongols ended their campaign in the West in 1242 due to the death of Ögedei, Khan of the Mongol Empire, in December 1241, in order to participate in the election of a new leader. However, the election itself was not scheduled until 1246, so this theory is not credible. A more realistic hypothesis is that Hungary’s resources had been depleted and it could no longer provide enough forage for the Mongols’ horses. However, the accuracy of this version is also questionable, particularly given the wealth of resources available in the Balkans. The Mongols operated not only in Hungary, but in other regions too. A third version has also been put forward in historical science: that the Mongols suffered heavy losses and that there were strong fortifications in Eastern Europe. However, we can mainly find confirmation of this version in archaeology.


Sources of Catholic Europe


The “Chronicle of Greater Poland” does not say much about the Mongols. But for our research, the following passage from this work is important: “Not far from Opillia, they were met by the princes Vladislaus I of Opole and Bolesław of Sandomierz, and began to fight them. However, they fled, unable to resist either their numbers or the will of God. Thus, the aforementioned portion of the Tatar army, having devastated Sieradz, Łęczyca and Kuyavia, reached Silesia. Henry, the son of Henry the Bearded and Prince of Silesia, Poland and Krakow, bravely led many thousands of armed warriors to meet them on the field near the fortress of Legnica, trusting in God's help as he confidently prepared to fight them.”4 The term “many thousands” is used to describe the size of the army comprised of European knights, city militias and mercenaries. It is estimated that this army had a maximum of 20,000 men. The Poles were unable to muster more than this in such a short time. Consequently, it is improbable that the Mongols significantly outnumbered the Poles; otherwise, the Poles would have been inclined to remain within the citadel walls as they had done previously, as recorded in the Chronicle. It is a well-documented fact that the Polish-German army suffered a decisive defeat at the Battle of Legnica. However, the aforementioned Chronicle does not provide a detailed account of the battle.


Furthermore, the “Chronicle of Greater Poland” contains interesting information about the invasion of Hungary: “When Batu, the Tatar prince, invaded Hungary, the Hungarian kings, the brothers Béla and Coloman, blocked his way. Having lost most of their army in battle, the latter fled. Thus, having devastated Hungary and brutally slaughtered people of all ages and sexes, Batu crossed the Danube River. He remained in this kingdom for a year or more, committing cruel massacres and the impious destruction of cities.”5 It is known that the main army, led by Batu, was marching towards Hungary, while a smaller contingent was operating against the Poles to the north.


However, the Poles were defeated in Silesia due to the inferior quality of their weapons and training. This is reflected in the following fact from the aforementioned Chronicle: “Bolesław, Henry's eldest son, who was killed by the Tatars, succeeded his father Henry as prince together with his brothers Henry, Władysław, Konrad and Mieszko. Unlike his father, he was not meek, and began to show his bestial inclinations. He became fierce towards the Poles, arrogant and began to favour the Teutons over the Poles, generously endowing them with estates. Consequently, the Poles renounced their vassalage and left his lands of their own accord. They joined Przemysł and Bolesław, the sons of the late Duke Władysław Odonic, who were their natural lords. Following this, the local Polish inhabitants occupied the Przemęt fortress, which was under the rule of Silesian Duke Bolesław. They had previously retreated from him, and now recognised Przemysław and Bolesław as their lords.”6 A pro-German party arose in Silesia due to the Mongol invasion. This party was formed through an alliance of Germans and Poles against the Mongols. However, the anti-German party won. This suggests that many Poles in Silesia believed that they could deal with the Tatars alone if they had the support of the other Polish states.


Judging by the events described in the Chronicle relating to the activities of the Duke of Pomerania, Świentopełk, the Poles did not consider the Mongol defeat at the Battle of Legnica to be a serious matter, nor did they deem it necessary to form an alliance with the Teutonic Order against the Mongol Empire as a common enemy. The Chronicle says the following about this:


“The traitor Świętopełk appointed himself Duke of Pomerania in a shameless and impious manner. He turned the baptised Prussians, who were under the rule of the “bearded ones”, away from their allegiance with his impious advice. Having united them with himself, he incited them to revolt against the “bearded ones”. They attacked the Teutons unexpec tedly, sparing neither age nor gender and killing many of them. In retaliation, the “bearded” Crusaders united with the Polish princes and captured the aforementioned fortresses of Wyszogród and Sartowice, which belonged to the Teutons. The fortress of Nakło, which had recently been seized from the young princes Przemysław and Bolesław by deception, was returned to them. This took place in 1243 AD, at which time Przemysław, the aforementioned Polish duke, also built the fortress of Zbąszyń.”7 Firstly, we can see that, like the Mongols, the Prussians (a Lithuanian ethnic group) did not spare the civilian population. Secondly, the Polish rulers only allied with the Teutonic Order in response to the Prussian threat, rather than the Mongol one.


The Chronicle also contains an interesting passage for us: “In the same year, Duke Konrad of Mazovia invaded the diocese of Krakow, plundering the villages and setting fire to the bishop's residence. Having caused great damage to the church, he returned home unharmed. For this reason, Prandota8 – the bishop of Kraków, who had been elected and consecrated to the episcopacy the previous year – excommunicated him. Archbishop Pelka of Gniezno9 confirmed this decision”.10 Accordingly, Krakow and its surroundings were not heavily plundered by the Mongols. It is common knowledge that the Mongols were unable to capture the citadel of Krakow, leaving something for Duke Konrad to plunder in 1243.


Magister Rogerius provides a more detailed account of the Mongol invasion in his work, though he limits his discussion to Hungary. He devotes considerable space to the arrival of the Cumans (known as the Polovtsians in Russian chronicles), a Turkic people who had long fought the Mongols, in Hungary.11 Kuten, the Khan of the Cumans, informed King Béla IV of Hungary that he had fought with the Tatars for many years and defeated them twice. However, the third time, they suddenly attacked him and he was forced to flee west with his people.12


Of course, the Russian chronicles make no mention of these events in the Black Sea steppes, except for the 1223 campaign, which ended in the Russian-Polovtsian army being soundly defeated on the Kalka River. This excerpt from Magister Rogerius's work explains why the Mongols did not attack Southern Rus' for so long: they were preoccupied with fighting the Cumans, who were Batu’s main enemy during the early 1240s.


Magister Rogerius reports that 40,000 adult Cumans migrated to Hungary. However, the number 40 is often used in European chronicles to indicate a large number. Accordingly, following the campaign against North-Eastern Rus' and the battle at the walls of Chernigov in 1239, Batu managed to overcome a seasoned and sizeable enemy: the Polovtsians of the Black Sea steppes. Magister Rogerius estimates that 500,000 Mongols invaded Rus' and Cumania,13 which is an incredible number. Such a large Mongol army would have been able to quickly destroy the entire Polovtsian army under the command of Khan Kuten. However, Rogerius is not referring to an army invading Hungary; he is talking about the Mongols who devastated Russian and Polovtsian lands and turned some of them into pastures.14 Batu gathered a small army to attack Hungary, since he could not provide enough forage for a large number of horses.15


Rogerius's assessment included the total number of Mongols, their allied peoples and slaves stationed from the Upper Volga to the Danube and the Eastern Carpathians. In this context, an estimated population of 500,000 does not seem an exaggeration.


According to Rogerius, when Batu marched on Hungary, Peta, another Mongol leader16 who was already in Poland, rushed to his aid. Prior to this, Peta had successfully captured the city of Wrocław, overcoming one of the Polish dukes in the process.17 From the south, Batu was supported by a Mongol prince named Kadan. Kadan broke through the forests into Hungary, where he encountered a settlement near the royal mine of Rudan. This settlement was home to German colonists. The latter gathered such a large, well-armed army that Kadan did not dare attack. Instead, he waited until the Germans began celebrating their victory and got drunk, before attacking them. Thus, the Mongols managed to win.18 The Germans could muster no more than 2,000 warriors in this area, most of whom were militia. Therefore, there shouldn't have been more Mongols present.


Rogerius attributes the Hungarians’ defeat at the Battle of Mohi to their overconfidence in their numbers, which led them to underestimate the Mongols. Furthermore, there was a desire to overthrow King Béla IV due to his unpopularity among the Hungarian feudal nobility. The Hungarian barons were ill-prepared for the battle and failed to post sufficient guards for the night, with fatal consequences.19 The losses sustained by the Hungarian forces were horrific. However, the Mongols also suffered significant losses in the following year when they failed to capture the strongly defended citadel of Esztergom, which was held by a large number of mercenaries led by Count Simon the Spaniard.20 The Mongols similarly failed to take the citadel of Kraków in March 1241. However, it is noted that Esztergom itself was significantly devastated. In addition to the Hungarians, it was defended by Italian and German colonists, while Russian soldiers were also forced to participate in the assault.21 The Mongols were unable to take Fehérvár22 because the city was surrounded by swamps and the mud had set in.23 The siege of the castle of St. Martin of Pannonia24 was abandoned when the Mongols were suddenly recalled by their command, for a reason not specified by Rogerius.25 According to Rogerius, only three fortified places in Hungary were not taken by Batu's warriors.26


Thomas the Archdeacon27 wrote a local chronicle, covering mainly events in Dalmatia (now part of Croatia). This source is interesting to us because it contains valuable information about the Mongol invasion of the Balkan Peninsula and Hungary, as well as the Mongol attack on Rus'.


He writes about Rus': “In the fifth year of the reign of Béla, son of King Andrew of Hungary, and in the second year of Gargan’s reign, the destructive Tatars approached the lands of Hungary. Rumours of this people and the horror they had wrought had been spreading throughout the world for many years. They marched from the eastern lands to the borders of Ruthenia, ravaging the territory they crossed. However, due to the strong resistance of the Ruthenians, they were unable to advance any further. Indeed, they fought numerous battles with the Ruthenian peoples and much blood was shed on both sides. Ultimately, they were driven back by the Ruthenians. So, turning aside, they marched through the northern lands, fighting their way through and remaining there for twenty years or more. Having bolstered their military forces primarily with the Cuman tribes and the many other peoples they had conquered, they then turned against the Ruthenians again. First, they surrounded and besieged the large Christian city of Suzdal. After a long siege, they captured and destroyed the city by treachery rather than force. They put the king, George, and a large number of his people to death. Moving on from there towards Hungary, they destroyed everything in their path.”28 Thomas the Archdeacon refers to the Battle of Kalka, after which the Mongols attacked North-Eastern Rus' directly a few years later. However, he only mentions the siege of Suzdal as a significant military event in relation to it, probably confusing it with the siege of Vladimir. He pays little attention to the Battle of the Sit River and, according to his information, the Grand Duke died in his capital. Thus, the Mongols did not immediately attack Catholic Europe after the Battle of Kalka due to the threat posed by the Russian principalities. However, it is unclear why they attacked North-Eastern Rus' when Southern Rus' lay directly in their path.


Thomas the Archdeacon gives a completely different reason for the defeat on the Battle of Mohi than Rogerius: the Hungarians, on the orders of King Bela IV, built a fortified camp, but left little space between the tents.29 He then mentions an interesting fact: “Then Vat, the senior leader of the Tatar army, climbed the hill and carefully examined the location of the Hungarian army. Returning to his own army, he said: ‘Friends, we must not lose heart. Although these people are numerous, they will not be able to escape our grasp since their leaders are careless and incompetent. I have seen them as a flock of sheep without a shepherd, penned in tightly.’ Then he ordered his troops, drawn up in their usual formation, to attack the bridge connecting the riverbanks and located near the Hungarian camp that same night.”30 Thomas the Archdeacon then describes the beginning of the battle, which determined the future fate of the entire Hungarian army: “However, a Ruthenian defector went over to the king’s side and said, ‘The Tatars will cross over to you tonight, so be on your guard in case they attack you suddenly and unexpectedly. Then King Coloman left the camp with his entire army. Archbishop Ugrin31 followed him with his own troops. He was a warlike and courageous man, always ready for battle. At midnight, they approached the designated bridge. Some of the enemy had already crossed. Upon seeing them, the Hungarians immediately attacked and killed many of them in a brave fight. Others who were trying to retreat to the bridge were thrown into the river. After posting a guard at the foot of the bridge, the Hungarians returned to their people, wild with jubilation. So overjoyed by their victory, the Hungarians already felt themselves victors and, having removed their weapons, slept peacefully through the night. The Tatars, however, having placed seven siege engines at their end of the bridge, drove off the Hungarian guards, hurling huge stones and shooting arrows at them. Having thus driven off the guards, they crossed the river freely and unhindered – some on the bridge, others fording the river.”32
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This 13th-century miniature, created by the Armenian historiographer Hayton of Corycus, depicts the clash between the Hungarians and the Mongols on the bridge over the Sajó River during the Battle of Mohi on 11 April 1241






Another interesting excerpt from the chronicle of the Croatian author reads as follows: “And Ugrin, being a man of impeccable courage and fearlessness, raised his voice and began to scold the king for his carelessness and accuse the barons of Hungary of idleness and inertia. In such a dangerous situation, they thought of nothing but their own lives and did nothing to save the entire kingdom. As a result, some people decided to go with them, while others were struck by sudden fear and seemed maddened, not knowing which side to take or where it would be wiser to go. The three aforementioned leaders left the camp without delay and engaged the enemy once again. Ugrin rushed into the thick of the enemy with such courage that they fled with loud cries, as if struck by lightning. In a similar manner, Coloman and the Templar, accompanied by his Latin companions, slew many of the enemy. When Coloman and the archbishop, who were both seriously wounded, could no longer hold back the mob’s onslaught, they barely escaped to their own side. The Templar Master perished alongside the entire Latin detachment, and many Hungarians also fell in this battle.”34 Some of the Hungarian nobilities were thus reluctant to attack the Mongols, which led to a lack of coordination and the destruction of the Templar detachment. There is also no mention of the effective use of the Mongols’ bows. They are not described as a formidable weapon in the accounts of this battle. As a result, the Mongols managed to surround the Hungarian camp and defeat the latter. The retreat from the camp was complicated by the crowded tents.35


Thomas the Archdeacon’s account of the Mongols’ capture of Esztergom is broadly consistent with what Rogerius said about it, except for the successful defence of the city’s citadel, which the chronicler does not mention. However, he then writes that the Mongols besieged the nearby fortress of Alba, which was defended by Latins (presumably Spanish mercenaries), who used catapults. The Tatar prince Kaidan, who was besieging the city, then retreated.36


According to Thomas the Archdeacon, the Croats offered almost no resistance, except in the defence of the Split citadel itself. The Mongols were unable to take it due to their lack of siege engines, and decided not to waste their forces storming it, since the Hungarian king had already left the city by that time.37 Kaidan intended to capture Trogir, but the city was separated from the mainland by a narrow strait. The Mongols remained in Croatia and Dalmatia throughout March before moving on to Bosnia.38 After ravaging Serbia, Batu and Kaidan turned to Bulgaria, where they intended to regroup and review their troops.39 Afterward, they returned to the steppes. This must have happened by the end of April 1242, following the death of the Great Khan Ögedei40 in December 1241. Thomas the Archdeacon does not specify the reason for the Mongols’ departure from the Balkans.


We know that Batu Khan invaded Poland in early 1241, with historians estimating his army to have numbered between 40,000 and 60,000 men. The Battle of Legnica took place on 9 April 1241, resulting in a crushing defeat for the Polish-German army. The battle is described briefly yet informatively in a letter from Pons d'Albon,41 Master of the Templar Order, which was published in 1847 as part of the collection “Anonymous Chronicle of France”. This letter was translated into Russian before the 1917 revolutions42 and has been published several times. Pons d'Albon mentions the word “Legnica” in his letter.


Although his description does not mention any battles with the Mongols, he hints that there was a battle in Poland. On this occasion, he writes: “To my most exalted Lord, King of France, by the grace of God, Pons d'Albon, Master of the Templars in France, sends greetings and is at your beck and call in all things, with reverence and for the glory of God. We received news about the Tatars (Tartarins) from our brothers from Polonia (Poulainne), who attended the chapter. We inform Your Highness that the Tatars have ravaged and devastated the lands of Henry, Duke of Polonia, killing him and many barons, as well as six of our brothers, three knights, two parish servants and five hundred of our men. However, three of our brothers, whom we know well, have escaped. Then they laid waste to Hungary and Bohemia, after which they divided into three groups: one remained in Hungary, one in Bohemia, and one in Austria. They destroyed the two best towers and three settlements that we had in Poland, as well as everything that we had in Bohemia and Moravia. We fear that the same might happen in the German regions. And know that the King of Hungary and the King of Bohemia, the two sons of the Duke of Poland, and the Patriarch of Aquileia, with a large army, did not dare to attack any of their three detachments. And know that all the barons of Germany, the Emperor himself, and all the clergy and pious people – monks, converts and laypeople – have taken the cross. The Jacobins and younger brothers43 everywhere, even as far as Hungary, have also taken the cross to fight the Tatars. And if, as our brothers told us, it happens that these will be defeated by God’s will, then no one will be found in our land who can resist the Tatars.”44 This information was conveyed to King Louis IX of France in connection with the Order’s general chapter in Western Europe, where the Templars’ financial issues were decided, including those related to the Mongol invasion of Europe. The Templar Order redirected much of the money intended for another crusade in the Middle East to defensive measures against the Mongols in Europe.45
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