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8FOR THE HOMELAND UNTO DEATH – 1100 YEARS

ON ONE SIDE

Reading my people’s 1122 year history in the Carpathian Basin, I am filled with both exultation and sorrow.
Exultation at our courage and our unmatched determination to struggle for freedom between 896 and 1956. Courage 

that is now covered by a veil, but without doubt still alive within us, as it has always been.
Sorrow at the pain and bloodshed that have attended my country and its people, and at the heroism of those who died 

defenceless in the basin of the Danube and the Tisza.
As I read, I discover. To discover is to know. And I know, too, because it is my story.  I am also aware of the history of 

many other peoples. With them in mind, I quietly state that we have, for much of our history, held up a shield for Europe, 
with a heart of fire behind our bared breast.

The history of Hungary is the story of defending the homeland. And in the last five hundred years, the story has been 
above all one of wars of independence. In 907, Árpád, father of us all, fought and won a battle at Pressburg – where the 
city of Bratislava now stands – against the combined armies of Western Europe. Since then no power has shifted us from 
this land. In 1956 we fought the last of our many hopeless struggles, once again to the last drop of blood.

Árpád is our father. We have lived on his land for eleven centuries. The dynasty founded as his legacy, a dynasty of 
sainted kings and princesses led one of the greatest countries of Europe for four hundred years. And we have not the 
slightest idea where and when Árpád died. Neither do we know the resting places of his four great sons, who also died in 
the struggle for the homeland. Is there any other glorious nation which destroyed even the bones of its rulers? There is no 
trace of the conquering chieftains. Where is Árpád’s grave? Was he indeed buried? Or was he cast to the elements like 
Attila, King of the Huns, and like Árpád’s father Prince Álmos?

This mystical past is one of the forces that sustain our present. These men are HERE, with us, even they left no definite 
traces for us to know them by. Can the founder of a great ruling house, the conqueror of an enormous land, just disappear? 
No. The answer probably lies in another part of our past, the sacrifice. In the sacrifice, the body becomes a spirit. It was 
not in a closed vault, between stone walls that the conquering Magyars laid their great men to rest. They wove a greater 
plan. They recast the legacy so that it became mystical. We do not know what became of Árpád and his sons, but all we 
Hungarians claim him as our antecedent. He is here, in our beating hearts, and here, hovering above our homeland, stand-
ing guard for us eternally.

Without this mystery, there is no understanding of the greatest Hungarian aristocrat, Prince Ferenc Rákóczi II. He 
accepted being a third-rank exile in Turkey, losing his family – his wife and sons born into captivity – and giving up his 
princely lands as booty, rather than concede to a trifling demand by imperial Habsburg court: they asked him merely to 
recognise that Transylvania is not part of Hungary. Indeed, by then it was not part of Hungary, Viennese imperial-royal 
circles had robbed from the historic kingdom half of its greatness and past. But can greatness and past be stolen?! Two 
hundred years later, the banished prince was resurrected, the bolts were drawn, and our hearts opened: his homecoming 
remains were received with devotion and humility never before seen in Hungarian history.

Without this mystery, we could not understand why we know nothing about the death of Sándor Petőfi, the “firebird of 
the War of Independence”, the greatest Hungarian poet. Where did he fall, was he buried at all? We do not know whether 
so much as a handful of dirt was thrown at him when, at the age of twenty-seven, he was probably cut down by a Russian, 
Tartar, Cossack soldier. The mighty force on whose anvil the glowing iron of liberty glowed as never before: could any 
soldier’s sword have cut that down? No indeed. Our past had gained new strength. The sacred spirit of freedom, spreading 
her wings, swept Petőfi to the heavens, and cast over us the cloak of unquenchable courage. The firebird, the Phoenix, arose 
from the glowing ashes, more glorious than before.

Without this mystery, we could not appreciate that Hungary, in defending the whole of Europe, could hold up its blood-
spattered body first at Nándorfehérvár along the Danube in 1456, and then at another city by the same river, Budapest, in 
1956, exactly 500 years later, the first time victorious, the second time left hopelessly to itself, and thereby ultimately once 
again victorious. Without this mystery, we could not appreciate that, as these lines are written, we are celebrating the 555th 
anniversary of Nándorfehérvár and the bells at noon, and the 55th anniversary of Budapest and the brutal silencing of the 
unsilenceable words of freedom.

Were all of the “lads of Pest” of 1956 buried somehow, at least hurriedly, at least in the mud? Was everyone accounted 
for? Is there an unknown voice enclosed in concrete under the asphalt which, when it lived, shouted at the expense of its 
owner’s life, screaming Long live Hungary, long live Hungarian freedom! at the last bullet? And if we do not know where 
they died, do we always know why? The 20th century symbol of freedom, 16 year-old student Kata Magyar – a young girl 
who volunteered to help as a nurse – as she rushed along the streets to tend the wounded, why was she shot dead? 

Her grave, under the undyingly beautiful arch of the rainbow, how near is it to Árpád’s?

– Lajos Gubcsi

Sacrifice.  
A scene of  Árpád Feszty’s  

panorama “Arrival  
of  the Hungarians”.
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11 FOREWORD

FOREWORD

1100 YEARS IN THE CARPATHIAN BASIN

T he history of  the Hungarians, as for most nations, goes back several millennia. Historians have 
now built up a good picture of  where our forebears lived, what they ate, how they waged war, 

how many of  them there were, and what diseases afflicted them. 
Of  this several thousand-year story, it is the 1100 years since the Hungarian Conquest whose 

events have tied the Hungarian people to the Carpathian Basin, an area which at one time was 
congruent with the country. The territory of  Hungary has changed many times and in many ways. 
The boundaries within which the Hungarian people live today were fixed by the Paris Peace Treaty 
at the end of  the second great world conflagration of  the 20th century.

But what were these events in the Carpathian Basin, and why did they happen? How was the 
destiny of  the Hungarian people affected by other peoples and nations? How much has Hungary 
shaped the destiny of  other European peoples and the course of  European history?

These are all questions that demand good answers, and for that we need an unvarnished 
presentation of  the facts. Because there is no future without a knowledge of  the past, and it is 
important for us Hungarians that others should know about our past. Only with this knowledge 
can proper assessments and judgements be made about Hungarian affairs – past, present or future.

The Hungarians have been through many trials during their history in Europe. There was a 
period when Hungary took the lead among European states, and other great European powers 
looked on it with interest, and sometimes fear. There were times when, as the “bastion of  Europe” 
it strove to resist Ottoman-Turkish conquest, thereby defending more than just its own interests.

For several centuries, Hungary was attached to a large empire. There were many who doubted its 
independence, and some who denied even its very existence. Independence, however, has always 
been important for the Hungarians. This is why its more than one thousand year national history 
often seems to enquirers as a story of  almost endless conflicts and wars. 

A story which evokes amazement even nowadays is that of  the Hungarian Conquest, an act 
of  military, political and social necessity which must have involved thorough preparation by a 
population of  Magyars estimated by historians at some 200,000, in alliance with other, smaller 
peoples.

Getting here was a major event indeed, and a great achievement, but survival was a much 
greater task. Think of  how many peoples, in Europe and elsewhere, have disappeared in the 
maelstrom of  history; how enormous empires and cultures have come and gone; and how some 
have survived.

For a people to survive rather than disappear, they have to be endowed with many faculties. The 
ability and resources to build a state. The Hungarians certainly had these. The man who is looked 
back on as the greatest ruler of  Hungary, King Stephen I – St Stephen created a Hungarian state 
in the Carpathian Basin and integrated it into Europe, securing its recognition by the world of  the 
time, without giving up his people’s language and customs and without denying their past.

 But even then, and certainly afterwards, this state had to struggle for its existence. It was all 
the time surrounded by peoples who took every opportunity to expand their power and territory, 
causing weaker and smaller peoples to disappear or be subjugated.

Many perils threatened the Hungarians’ very existence. The Mongol Empire, and later the 
Ottoman Empire, set out to conquer Europe. Although they hardly touched the Western world in 
their attempts, they always “found their way” to Hungary, and wrought havoc.

One constant precondition for survival, for existence, has been possession of  appropriate 
military strength, a well-organised army.

‘The Magyar people who moved west after the Pecheneg attack  
– some 50-100,000 thousand people, including women, children and servants – crossed 
the passes of  the Carpathians in autumn 895. With these fateful events behind them, on 
the eve of  the great venture, they held their old custom of  giving sacrifices to their gods 

and the magic spirits of  their ancestors. Old Álmos, revered as the incarnation of  the 
sacred Turul bird, the national totem, was sacrificed, so that his magical power, wisdom 

and courage, freed from its earthly shackles, might pass into the soul of  his son and 
render the young prince equal to his great tasks.’

Turul monument
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Turul monument
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When the conquering Hungarians appeared in the centre of  Europe and started on their 
campaigns in Western, Southern and South-Eastern Europe, in the time referred to now as the “era 
of  expeditions”, their military tactics took all of  their opponents by surprise, and their fearsome 
strength allegedly spawned a prayer repeated throughout the continent, “God preserve us from the 
arrows of  the Hungarians!”

The Hungarian military became a force to be reckoned at that time, and was seen in Europe at 
that time as invincible. Nevertheless, the time came when the Hungarians established themselves 
in the European arena no longer as a conquering power, but as a people wishing to defend their 
own land.

By the mid-15th century, Hungary was a great European power, sought by many as a friend 
and ally, as it sought out others. There were, as there remain today, shared problems and shared 
solutions. An event which perhaps deserves more frequent mention is a meeting on 1 November 
1335 in Visegrád of  three Central European monarchs – Charles I of  Hungary, Casimir III of  
Poland and John of  Bohemia – held to reconcile the affairs of  their countries and, to certain 
extent, those of  the region.

Could this have been the advance sign of  a special shared thinking, some kind of  unification? 
We cannot know, and it is pointless to read the wishes of  today into the events of  the past, 
but what cannot be ignored is how important it was to live together, and side by side, and how 
important it remains today.

The history of  the Hungarians from the 15th century onwards is just as much a part of  a 
common European past as it was earlier and later. This was the period when the increasingly 
powerful Habsburg Empire found it important to add to their innumerable titles and “kingdoms” 
the title of  “King of  Hungary and Croatia”. This was of  course more than just a “title”, it meant 
political and economic power for its possessor, even if  a large part of  the territory of  Hungary was 
under Ottoman occupation until the late 17th century.

In the mid-16th century, the Kingdom of  Hungary was split into parts, of  which only Transylvania 
retained some kind of  “independence”. This was the period of  civil war and factional fighting. 
There were independence factions, others who saw the future of  Hungary within the Habsburg 
Empire, and yet others who – if  under duress – accepted (or would have accepted) Ottoman 
supremacy.

All this involved much war and conflict. What we see quite definitely in all of  these wars, 
however, is that when men took up arms, they had before them a vision of  their homeland.

A major change to Hungary came at the end of  the 17th century, when by a concerted European 
effort the greater part of  the territory of  Hungary was freed from Ottoman supremacy.

‘The victory was so destructive that it was a full 123 years later, in 1030,  
that the Germans launched another attack against the Kingdom of  Hungary.

    The course and outcome of  the Battle of  Pressburg prove that behind  
the victory there must have lain a regime with a highly organised government.  

This is an important clue to the transition towards a unified nation and the formation 
of  national awareness. Victory derived from cooperation between the conquering 

Hungarians and the native population, through the coordination of  armed forces from 
the Hungarian Tribal Alliance and the allied peoples.’Anna Mária Jakobi:  

Anthem
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When the economic, social and political conditions of  the nearly 150-year Ottoman presence 
came to an end, the country had to be rebuilt. What had been a flourishing land, a great power 
of  Europe, was a looted, economically depressed country, its population impoverished and 
depleted. The monarch and the aristocrats saw the need to bring in settlers to repopulate the 
country. Attracted by promises of  various privileges, waves of  settlers came to Hungary in the 
mid-18th century. The new people in the country were Romanian, Serb and Slovak (known in the 
Hungarian language at the time as oláh, rác and tót) people, and German-speaking Swabians. What 
had hitherto been a basically ethnically Hungarian country became multi-ethnic, but its residents 
had a Hungarian identity and regarded the Kingdom of  Hungary as their homeland.

The early years of  the 18th century brought a severe ordeal to Hungary. After the liberation from 
Ottoman occupation, the Habsburg monarch, who bore the title of  Hungarian sovereign but ruled 
the country as part of  an empire, was widely resented for not paying sufficient heed to Hungarian 
interests, and for treating the country as a “second-rate province”.

This, and many other grievances borne by the Hungarian estates, provoked an uprising in 
Hungary, an attempt to establish a regime that would restore all of  the rights of  the independent 
Hungarian estates. It was Ferenc Rákóczi II who stood at the head of  the Hungarians’ struggle, a 
man who had travelled a long road from follower of  the Habsburg family to symbol of  Hungarian 
independence.

The Hungarians, as so often during their history, tied their hopes to developments and conflicts 
across Europe, and sought foreign support for their struggle. This of  course would only be 
forthcoming if  it was in the interests of  some foreign powers. For most European ruling families, 
“solidarity” with another dynasty inhibited them from supporting the “rebels”. This fact was 
palpable in nearly every case throughout the Hungarians’ 1100 years in the Carpathian Basin. It 
was also true in 1848–1849 and in 1956.

Small nations always have to realise that they are basically left to themselves. They are important 
for others only as long as the interests of  those others are served. But we should not overlook the 
fact that solidarity among peoples and nations does not always overlap with the views of  political 
leaders, and it is always the latter which make the decisions.

For a country, a nation, a state to be capable of  defending its interests and securing its 
independence, it has always needed to have military force.

Hungary has always striven to maintain this.
Throughout its history up to the late 15th century, Hungary had a military force which was 

highly trained and experienced, well-equipped, and of  substantial size by European standards. 
In subsequent centuries, Hungarian soldiers became members of  the Empire’s army, sometimes 
volunteers, sometimes by obligation. They became generals, officers and rank-and-file soldiers just 
as those from elsewhere in the Empire. The Hungarian aspiration, however, was always to form a 
separate military force whatever form the Kingdom of  Hungary took, even part of  a larger empire.

‘In the meantime, confusion reigned in the Hungarian camp.  
Many only then realised that the entire Mongol army was attacking.  

If  panic had not broken out, they could have defended effectively, because they had 
reinforced the camp well. If  they had held out until night, they could possibly have 

broken out. What happened next was the psychological warfare in which the Mongols 
were well practised.’

The Battle of Muhi monument. Wooden crosses on a symbolic burial mound commemorate the fallen Christian warriors. 
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In the late 18th century, after the Napoleonic Wars had transformed European affairs, demands 
for an independent military again became an important issue for the Hungarians. This bore little 
fruit. The most significant-seeming decision was a law passed by the Hungarian Diet in 1808, 
and assented to by the King-Emperor, providing for the establishment of  Hungary’s own officer 
training college. Another six and a half  decades were to pass, however, before the college actually 
opened its doors!

And as the country was “waiting”, something happened which has remained one of  the 
outstanding and exemplary developments in Hungarian history: the Revolution and War of  
Independence of  1848–1849.

In the eyes of  several European countries, the Revolution became “ennobled” as a War of  
Independence, evoking much sympathy, if  no active assistance. It was proof  that solidarity was not 
of  sufficient force to break the bonds that linked one ruling dynasty to another. Fine words and 
promises, but no action.

The Hungarians, as so often during their history, were left to themselves, and fought the hopeless 
fight alone. In so doing, they created out of  nothing a military force which served as a model for 
those who came afterwards. That was when the word honvéd was coined for the Hungarian soldier, 
a “defender of  the homeland”. It is a word that Hungarians carry in their hearts, and inherently 
expresses the mission of  the Hungarian soldier to defend his own land, not to conquer others.

The ideal of  the honvéd remained strong among the public. It meant a man of  social standing, 
someone who had military experience, preferably in defence of  Hungary. The failure of  the 1848–
1849 War of  Independence gave rise to a peculiar constitutional situation in Hungary. As part of  
the Habsburg Empire, it had limited sovereignty, but the desire for independence was pursued by 
widespread passive resistance against the ruling power.

It took nearly two decades for King-Emperor Francis Joseph I – not recognised as sovereign by 
most of  the Hungarian public – to reach a settlement with the “Hungarian party”.

1867 features in Hungarian and Austrian history as the year of  the “Compromise”. The Habsburg 
Empire metamorphosed into Austria-Hungary, a great European power comprising two internal 
independent units, one of  the most populous and extensive states on the continent. Hungary, 
one part of  this state, negotiated a major symbol of  independence, the establishment of  its own 
military force, the Hungarian Royal Honvédség, alongside the “imperial” military.

This Honvédség army, and the men who served in it, proudly looked on the independence fighters 
of  1848–1849 as their predecessors, and the whole country venerated those who had fought for an 
independent Hungary (among other things).

Then after some decades of  peaceful construction, the fighting broke out again. Why? It is 
difficult to say, but by 1914, the conflicts of  interest among the great powers of  Europe degenerated 
into the outbreak of  what was originally called the Great War. This ended with the utter defeat of  
the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy. The victorious powers showed no mercy in dictating the terms 

‘This decided the battle, because without infantry and cannon, the Sultan could not even 
consider continuing the siege. Mehmed gave the order to retreat, and in the night  

of  23-24 July, the Ottoman army abandoned the siege and left the field. Hunyadi wanted 
to take advantage of  the moment and launch a great campaign to force the Ottomans 

out of  Europe once and for all.’  
Statue to John of Capistrano in the the Buda Castle district.

Sculpted by József Damkó in 1922 (Photo: Péter Szikits)
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of  peace, and created a new European system which, far from ensuring long-term peace, set the 
scene for another war, or wars.

For Hungarians, the Treaty of  Trianon was received as nothing other than a tragedy, and remains 
a source of  bewilderment for many even to this day. It brought a fundamental change to their 
thousand-year presence in the Carpathian Basin.

Hungary lost more than two thirds of  its country’s territory and more than one third of  the 
Magyar population. The lost lands were made into new countries or added to existing ones, some 
with a great many Magyar inhabitants.

‘The Battle of  Mohács ended with “the total destruction of  the Hungarian army.” The 
casualties numbered ten thousand infantry, four thousand cavalry (one third of  the total), 

seven prelates, twenty-eight barons and the flower of  the Hungarian nobility. The real 
catastrophe, however, as at Varna, was the death of  the King and the ensuing consequences. 
Unlike that 1444 defeat, when the Hungarian army was fighting far from the borders of  the 

kingdom and the Sultan was not strong enough to invade, Suleyman in August 1526 had 
an open road to the capital. When the news of  the Mohács catastrophe reached Buda on 
30 August, Queen Mary and her retinue immediately abandoned the city, followed by the 

German and Hungarian burghers.’

In the right foreground of  the Battle 
of  Mohács, a painting by Mór Than, 
soldiers are rescuing the dead body of  
Pál Tomori, the Archbishop  
of  Kalocsa.  

Detail of  the Battle of  Mohács,  
a painting by Mór Than (1856). The 
standard-bearer is in the centre of  the 

picture; a warrior kneeling before him is 
praying for mercy to the Virgin Mary 

depicted on the flag. To the left, the 
fighting snow-white bearded prelate is 

the Archbishop of  Esztergom.
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A small country can only ever fulfil its wishes if  it gets the support, or at least the acquiescence, 
of  larger countries. This happened in 1938, 1939 and 1940, when under international agreements, 
Hungary recovered a large part of  the lands it had lost in the peace treaty which had ended the 
First World War, and then in 1941, when under war conditions it seized its former lands from the 
collapsed Kingdom of  Yugoslavia.

Then, most of  Hungary and its inhabitants took the view that the decisions of  the unjust 
peace terms had been “rectified” and Hungary, with increased territory, population and economic 
potential, could take a place as one of  the medium-sized powers of  Europe.

This trauma is a recurrent pain for most Hungarians even today. In the years following 1919–
1920, almost nobody could accept it as irrevocable. The Hungarian political elite was determined 
to have the dictates of  the Treaty of  Trianon revised, and in this it enjoyed the support of  nearly 
the whole of  Hungarian society. It sought supporters for this, because it knew that Hungarians’ 
economic, political and military strengths were insufficient.

What followed was a series of  failures. For nearly two decades, neither the British nor the 
French governments would entertain the idea of  reviewing the system devised at Versailles. Of  the 
victorious Great War powers, only Benito Mussolini’s Italy showed some understanding and put 
out the prospect of  support, until Adolf  Hitler’s Germany, which rejected the Versailles system in 
its totality, advocated Hungarian interests, naturally second to its own.

Hungary’s attempts to achieve settlement with its neighbours had borne no fruit. Neither the 
Kingdom of  Romania nor the Kingdom of  Yugoslavia nor Czechoslovakia had any interest in 
yielding to Hungarian territorial claims. These three countries, the “Little Entente”, were primarily 
united in one thing: the rejection of  any attempt at Hungarian revision.

This rejection increasingly pushed Hungary towards the powers whose basic political aim was 
to change the peace system of  Versailles. When it became apparent that Great Britain and France 
were also prepared to concede to German wishes and withdraw support from their former allies 
for the sake of  peace in Europe, Hungary felt the time had come to press its claims for revision.

‘And pulling himself  out of  the little ring of  supplicators, sweeping above his head  
the broad-curved sword so used to victory, he squared himself  and rushed  

at the approaching enemy. And as this fallen god of  the lost battle crumpled  
under the death-dealing blows of  the triumph-drunk Christian weapons, the setting sun 

wove out of  its last rays a martyr’s wreath around the head of  this noble figure, 
 the fallen Abdurrahman, and then, stunned by the sight of  this magnificent scene, 

dropped behind St John’s Hill.’

Memoirs of  Ferenc Rákóczi II – on 1703

‘I am not afraid to declare before you, Eternal Truth, to whom I dedicate  
these Memoirs, that the purpose of  all of  my deeds was love of  freedom  

and the longing to liberate my country from the foreign yoke. It was not revenge  
that drove me there, nor did I want to acquire a crown or prince’s throne, and neither 

had I an inclination to govern; I was guided only by the vain glory of  fulfilling my 
obligations to my homeland, and the worldly honour whose source is my natural 

generosity; this worked within me sinfully against you, O Lord, because all of  these 
motives concerned me and ended in myself.’

Gyula Benczúr:  
The recapture of  Buda

Ferenc Rákóczi II’s entry  
to the Diet of  Ónod.  
Detail of  painting  
by Andor Dudits (1895)
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Memoirs of  Ferenc Rákóczi II – on 1703

‘I am not afraid to declare before you, Eternal Truth, to whom I dedicate  
these Memoirs, that the purpose of  all of  my deeds was love of  freedom  

and the longing to liberate my country from the foreign yoke. It was not revenge  
that drove me there, nor did I want to acquire a crown or prince’s throne, and neither 

had I an inclination to govern; I was guided only by the vain glory of  fulfilling my 
obligations to my homeland, and the worldly honour whose source is my natural 

generosity; this worked within me sinfully against you, O Lord, because all of  these 
motives concerned me and ended in myself.’

Gyula Benczúr:  
The recapture of  Buda

Ferenc Rákóczi II’s entry  
to the Diet of  Ónod.  
Detail of  painting  
by Andor Dudits (1895)
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To secure this position, it needed, or would have needed, a strong, modern army. Having been 
restricted to a numerical strength of  35,000 in 1920, the Hungarian Royal Honvédség entered on 
major expansion in 1938, but even then, its fundamental aim was to defend the country and be the 
guardian of  revisions against the neighbouring countries. 

History turned out otherwise. Hungary became embroiled in a European war that widened to 
a world war, ended up on the losing side, and became “allocated” to the sphere of  interest of  
the Soviet Union in the new world order. In 1956, it tried to break out of  this sphere of  interest 
and the imposed social order. The Revolution is widely regarded as the first true anti-communist 
uprising.

As is frequently experienced by small nations, Hungary was left to fend for itself, and got 
nothing from elsewhere but promises and messages of  support. Its freedom was not worth the risk 
of  another European- or world-scale conflict.

1956 thus remained a symbol and a memorial for many nations and countries. The nation which 
took up a seemingly hopeless struggle for freedom became a shining example, and it was widely 

‘Using the advantages of  speed and surprise, the Hungarian army relieved the fort of  
Komárom on 26 April and broke through to the Rába line at the end of  the month. 

These successes prompted the Hungarian Parliament to pronounce the overthrow of  
the Habsburg dynasty and the country’s independence on 14 April 1849.’

‘The military operation against Budapest started on 29 October 1944 and lasted for 108 
days, of  which 52 days involved the siege of  the capital. The cauldron battle was settled 
right at the end of  the year when Hitler prohibited a breakout, of  which there was still 

some chance of  success. Everything came to an end on 11 February.  
The remaining pockets of  resistance were mopped up by the 13th, marking the end 

of  the Battle of  Budapest. In January, IV SS Panzer Corps tried three times to relieve 
Budapest, without success.’

The Battle of  Komárom,  
26 April 1849.

Nádor Barracks  
(now the Military History Institute 
and Museum)  
from the garrison church in 
Kapisztrán Square, after the siege of  
Buda Castle.
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said after the collapse of  the communist system that the Hungarians had hammered the first nail 
into the coffin of  communism.

How much, and what kind of, effect did that nail have? In 1989-1990, Hungary and the other 
socialist countries broke out of  the Soviet sphere of  domination and achieved an independence 
never before experienced, and only hoped for in secret.

What brought all this about? Constant struggle, the desire for independence and examples rooted 
in the national past. In October and November 1956, were not the soldiers and policemen of  the 
time moved by examples from the past, when others had had to choose the cause of  the nation, the 
homeland, over that of  the reigning power, and perhaps break an oath in doing so? Did they not 
see before them the example of  1848–1849, when Hungarian- and non-Hungarian-born soldiers 
saw the Hungarian king as more important than the Habsburg emperor? And was it not widely 
hoped that a people whose desire for freedom had been fermenting for ten years might now listen 
to these “voices”?

So many questions, and so many answers, from a nation which has lived in the Carpathian Basin, 
in the centre of  Europe, for 1100 years of  storms and vicissitudes. Its population and political and 
economic potential have not raised it among the great powers, but it has a great and exemplary 
past, and a message for others: it is worth struggling, living and dying for our homeland, because 
future generations depend on what I, and we, do today.

This book looks back in commemoration and gratitude. It celebrates, and tells the story of, 
those responsible for the survival of  the Hungarian nation in its homeland. Hungary looks forward 
to the centuries to come as part of  the new Europe, just as it was part of  the old. Europe has, 
and will continue to have, a place for all people who respect each other and who can accept each 
others’ past. Every people and nation of  Europe writes and experiences its own history. This does 
not detract from the history of  others; the past belongs to those who have suffered, survived and 
defended it, and who pass it on for posterity.

Sándor Szakály

Time magazine chose the Hungarian freedom fighter  
as the Man of the Year 1956.

. ‘The reformist slogans became increasingly bold. “Rákosi into the Danube, Imre Nagy 
into government!” “If  you’re Hungarian, come with us!” “Russians go home!” were 

the chants heard from the crowd, now numbering two hundred thousand, in front of  
Parliament. Thousands also assembled at other points in Budapest.’

    It was at about this time – 5:20 am – that Imre Nagy made a statement on Hungarian 
Radio: “This is Imre Nagy, Chairman of  the Council of  Ministers of  the People’s 

Republic of  Hungary. At dawn, the Soviet forces launched an attack on our capital city 
with the clear intention of  overthrowing the lawful democratic government of  Hungary. 

Our forces have engaged them in combat. The government is in place. This is my 
message to the people of  the country and of  the world.”’
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31 400 YEARS OF THE HOUSE OF ÁRPÁD 

T he Magyars brought home from their 
campaigns in Moravia in 892 and Pannonia 

in 894 a wealth of  valuable experience. They had 
learned the strategic and economic advantages 
of  the territory defended by the enormous chain 
of  the Carpathian Mountains, and assessed the 
political ties and military strength of  the area’s 
inhabitants. The Slavs of  Pannonia were weak, 
and the Moravians were quarrelling among each 
other following the death of  Svatopluk. Neither 
appeared dangerous opponents. In the struggle 
for the land they had their eyes on, the Magyars 
were only likely to meet serious resistance from 
the Frankish Empire, particularly the ever-
stronger East Franks, and from the Bulgarians, 
who had hitherto been friendly. East Francia 
represented the main German power at the 
turn of  the 9th and 10th centuries. Unlike his 
predecessors, who had relied mainly on the 
Germans, Arnulf  based his strength on the less 
refined Bavarian people, more primitive, but 
unspoiled, hard-working, courageous, and now 
hardened in wars with the Avars and Slavs. The 
Bulgarians in the lands around the River Tisza 
had little strength if  left to themselves, but could 

have put up resistance to the Hungarian forces 
with the support of  Tsar Simeon.

The war with the Bulgarians  
and the Pecheneg attack

It was no doubt these experiences which 
prompted Árpád to accept the offer of  an 
alliance by Emperor Leo VI of  Byzantine, who 
was preparing to attack the Bulgarians. He clearly 
expected that, with Tsar Simeon’s power broken, 
the Bulgarian settlements on the Tisza would be 
severely weakened. Leo the Wise called in the 
Hungarians’ assistance in 894, when Tsar Simeon 
had defeated the Byzantine army. The Magyar 
chieftains Árpád and Kurszán quickly came to 
an agreement with Byzantine emissary Niketas 
Scleros, and sent a large army under Árpád’s 
son Levente to attack the Bulgarian lands. Greek 
ships transported the Magyar warriors down 
the Danube to the Bulgarian border, while the 
imperial army marched into Bulgaria from the 
south. Levente won a great victory over Simeon. 
He occupied the capital city of  Preslav and with 
his horsemen laid waste the whole of  the country, 

The Hungarian Conquest, 895–896*

The Hungarians pursue Prince Simeon 
of  the Bulgarians in 895, a drawing 
from the 11th-century Skylitzes 
Manuscript

Idealised portrayal of  Magyar chieftain Árpád,  
Nádasdy Mausoleum (reprint edition)
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took many prisoners and came away piled with 
booty. But victory soon turned into defeat. 
Now cornered, Simeon sought a separate peace 
with the Emperor, who cynically abandoned 
his barbarian allies, withdrawing his armies and 
ordering home the ships which had transported 
the Hungarians. Simeon could now redirect his 
entire strength to attack Levente, whose soldiers 
were resting after their victory. He destroyed 
Levente’s army in a bloody battle. Deprived 
of  their ships, the remnants of  the Hungarian 
army somehow made their way back across the 
Danube, but no longer found a home in Etelköz. 
While they had been engaged in their struggle 
in Bulgaria, Árpád and the rest of  the Magyar 
people had fled the Pechenegs and moved en 
masse to the west. 

Although the Pecheneg attack in Etelköz 
caused huge losses to the Magyars, it was not the 
catastrophic blow Emperor Constantine made 
it out to be two generations later, claiming that 
the families of  the Magyars left at home had 
been completely exterminated. Constantine’s 
narrative of  the wars with the Bulgarians and the 
Pechenegs is known to contain many distortions. 
The Hungarian Tribal Alliance was not to suffer 
this fate, but soon recovered from the defeats in 
Etelköz and Bulgaria. The victorious expeditions 
directly following the Conquest and the 
developments of  the 10th century demonstrate the 
integrity of  the military and social organisation. 
The manifestations of  discipline and moral and 
economic strength also defy the proposition of  a 
bloodied, beaten people deprived of  their elders, 
women and children.

Judging from the previous events, and their 
aftermath, it seems that the second Pecheneg 
attack did not catch the Magyars completely 
unprepared, and only prompted them to start 
out early on a move to the west they had already 
planned. The Bulgarian defeat was a sacrifice 
of  blood, but the blood was not shed entirely 
in vain. According to contemporaries, the losses 
of  the victorious Bulgarian army were almost as 
heavy as those of  the Magyars, and prevented 
Tsar Simeon from coming to the aid of  the 
Tisza Bulgarians now under pressure from the 
conquering Magyars. Levente’s campaign, 
despite its failure, bore the political fruit of  
draining the strength of  the only single opponent 

capable of  impeding the Magyars’ occupation 
of  the Subcarpathian Plain. Although Árpád’s 
diplomacy and feats of  arms did not deliver a 
complete success, all the obstacles to conquest 
of  the new homeland had been lifted.

The Magyar people who moved west after the 
Pecheneg attack – some 50-100,000 thousand 
people, including women, children and servants – 
crossed the passes of  the Carpathians in autumn 
895. With these fateful events behind them, on 
the eve of  the great venture, they held their old 
custom of  giving sacrifices to their gods and 
the magic spirits of  their ancestors. Old Álmos, 
revered as the incarnation of  the sacred Turul 
bird, the national totem, was sacrificed, so that 
his magical power, wisdom and courage, freed 
from its earthly shackles, might pass into the soul 
of  his son and render the young prince equal to 
his great tasks. 

After this great sacrifice, Prince Árpád set off  
from the valley of  the Upper Tisza to seize the 
long-sought new homeland, and some of  his 
people – perhaps three tribes – drove along the 
valleys of  the Maros and the Olt into the heart 
of  the country.

The main army, led by Árpád, entering by the 
Verecke Pass, marched south along the right bank 
of  the Tisza and, according to the 12th century 
tradition, clashed with the Bulgarian chieftain 
Salan in the Alpár area. A force which had split 
from the main army in the Upper Tisza area – 
traditionally the people of  Kende (the former 
commander-in-chief) and Tétény (Tuhutum) – 
crossed the Tisza and took possession of  the great 
Tiszántúl plain, which stretches up to the Körös. 
Tétény’s army drove along the Szamos Valley to 
the areas around Kolozsvár (now Cluj-Napoca, 
Romania) and Gyalu (Gilău), and seized the Torda 
salt mines from the local Bulgarian chief  Gyalu. 

 The Bulgarian chieftains of  the Tisza area and 
Transylvania proved no match for Magyar warriors 
fighting for their existence and their future. 
Tsar Simeon was prevented by his severe losses 
in the war from protecting his Tisza province.  
Penetrating from two sides, the Magyar armies 
reached the Danube unopposed apart from 
some minor clashes. 

►► 
The Hungarians ravage Bulgaria,  

miniature from  
the Illuminated Chronicle
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Arab sources tell us that the Magyars followed 
a tradition of  dual rulers before the Hungarian 
Conquest. It was similar to the sacred double 
kingship of  the Khazars; the Magyar kende and 
gyula were in a similar relationship as the Khazar 
kagan and kagan bek.

Árpád was the son of  Prince Álmos, a man of  
middle age at the time of  the Conquest in 895, 
with a son, Liüntika (known now in Hungarian 
as Levente), who led an army of  his own. While 
Álmos was still alive, Árpád became the grand 
chieftain, the leader of  the Tribal Alliance. 
We know this from the writing of  Emperor 
Constantine Porphyrogenitus, who heard it 
directly from Prince Bulcsú, the leader of  a 
Hungarian embassy to Byzantium in 948. One of  
Árpád’s great-grandsons, Tormás, was a member 
of  that party. Bulcsú stated that Árpád had been 

elected chieftain 55 years before, which means a 
date around 893.

In 893, Niketas Skleros, envoy of  the Byzantine 
Emperor, held talks with Árpád and Kurszán on 
the Lower Danube concerning a military alliance 
against the Bulgars. The bargaining with the 
Byzantines was protracted, and in the meantime, 
the Hungarian tribes made increasingly frequent 
explorations from their base in Etelköz to the 
Carpathian Basin. These were mostly organised 
by Árpád himself, or his “co-ruler” Kurszán. 
Their eagerness to reconnoitre this wealthy land 
stemmed from the wishes of  the Magyar tribal 
leaders to move westward. In 894, Árpád came to 
an agreement with the prince of  the Moravians, 
Svatopluk, that Magyar and Moravian armies would 
together expel the Eastern Franks from Pannonia. 
The story of  this alliance is preserved in a famous 

Hungarian legend, the story of  the “White Horse”. 
After Svatopluk died, Magyar tribal armies began to 
raid the Upper Tisza country, and in 895, Árpád’s 
army crossed the Verecke Pass, descended into what 
is now the Hungarian Great Plain, and seized the 
territory for the Magyars.

By 894, the Byzantine–Magyar collaboration 
had come to fruition, and Árpád attacked the Tsar 
Simeon of  the Bulgars. The Hungarian forces were 
led by the co-ruler, Prince Kurszán. The Bulgarian 
Tsarate lost a series of  battles to the Hungarian 
armies and abandoned the area of  the Lower 
Danube. This gave Árpád’s people control of  what 
was to become southern Hungary. While the battles 
were in progress along the Lower Danube, however, 
the Bulgars forged an alliance with the Pechenegs, 
who attacked the Magyars at home in Etelköz. 
Lacking an army, the Magyars there were unable 
to take up the struggle and fled across the passes 
of  the Carpathian Mountains into Transylvania, 
where they settled. The Magyars had taken the 
lands of  the Carpathian Basin as far as the River 
Tisza, and Árpád’s army fought a series of  battles 
to consolidate its positions in their new homeland.

In March 899, Arnulf, King of  the East Francia, 
sent an embassy to the court of  Prince Árpád 
and asked the Magyar chieftain to help him defeat 
the armies of  the king of  Italy, whereupon all of  
Pannonia, now Transdanubia, would be given over 
to the Magyars. Árpád’s armies defeated King 
Berengar’s Italian forces, and on their return from 
Lombardy, the Magyar troops took possession 
of  the areas west of  the Danube. The Moravians, 
however, also had their eyes on these lands, and 
attacked the Magyars as they sought out places to 
settle. Árpád’s army defeated the Moravians, and 
in punishment seized the Moravians’ conquests in 
Nyitra (now Nitra, Slovakia), so that by autumn 
900, all of  the Carpathian Basin was under Magyar 
control, and the Hungarian Conquest had come to 
completion under Árpád.

Contemporary reports imply that the territory 
inhabited by Árpád’s tribes before 900 was in the 
Upper Tisza area in eastern Hungary. Western 
sources are silent about Árpád, mentioning only 
Kurszán. The Byzantines, who were in contact with 
Árpád and his successors, describe Hungary as if  
it consisted of  no more than the Tiszántúl area, 

Prince Árpád,  
father of  all the Hungarians

Detail of  Árpád Feszty’s panorama 
“Arrival of  the Hungarians” showing  

Prince Árpád

Detail of  Árpád Feszty’s panorama 
“Arrival of  the Hungarians” showing 
Árpád’s wife



37 400 YEARS OF THE HOUSE OF ÁRPÁD 36FOR THE HOMELAND UNTO DEATH – 1100 YEARS 36 37
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although they note that there were Franks to the 
west of  them. It is probable that Árpád’s successors 
spoke in particular detail to the Byzantines about 
the area under their own control, Tiszántúl.

They retained a semi-nomadic lifestyle, 
changing pastures between winter and summer, so 
that Árpád and his sons would migrate between 
winter and summer dwelling-places along a river, 
finding water for their livestock. From place 
names, it is possible to conclude that Árpád’s 
winter quarters – clearly after his occupation of  
Pannonia in 900 – were in Árpádváros (“Árpád’s 
town”), now a district of  Pécs, and formerly 
Árpádfalu (Árpád’s village). His summer quarters 
– as confirmed by Anonymus – were on Csepel 
Island. In between, he led a nomadic life along 
the right bank of  the Danube. Another summer-
quarters place name survives beside Sárvíz, on 

the bank of  the River Jutas: Árpád Valley, near 
Székesfehérvár between Sárkeresztes and Moha.

His four surviving sons migrated along the 
banks of  the Danube, the Sárvíz and the Kapos-
Szék rivers, their winter quarters relatively closely 
spaced along the two sides of  the Danube. 
Üllő’s summer quarters were by Üllő, Tarhos’ 
near Tarrós, Jutas’ in Jutaspuszta, now part 
of  Veszprém, Zolta’s in Bodrog, now in the 
Voivodina region of  Serbia, and at Solt near 
Kalocsa. Like Árpád, Kurszán also wandered 
the right bank of  the Danube, maintaining his 
winter quarters in Aquincum and his summer 
quarters in Csallóköz until his assassination by the 
Bavarians in 904. Árpád then extended his stretch 
of  the riverbank to include Kurszán’s, and his new 
summer quarters were also in Csallóköz, at a place 
which preserves his name.

Árpád’s title in the Tribal Alliance was gyula, 
but after the kende, Kurszán, was assassinated by 
the Germans beside the River Fischa in 904, he 
assumed that rank.

History has not preserved the name of  
Árpád’s wife. The names of  five of  his sons have 
survived: Liüntika/Levente, Tarhacsi/Tarhos, 
Jelek/Üllő, Jutocsa/Jutas and Zolta. All five were 
recorded by Constantine Porphyrogenitus, but 
in two different places. In one passage about 
the Hungarian Conquest and the expeditions, he 
mentions Liüntika, who was clearly the eldest, 
and must have been a grown man at that time. 
In another place, where he lists Árpád’s sons 
and present descendants, he does not mention 
Liüntika, only the other four, and one each 
of  their sons. Clearly these were the children 
important for the succession. It seems that no 

male offspring of  Liüntika remained in the time 
of  Constantine, and Liüntika himself  may have 
fallen in the battles along the Lower Danube.

According to Anonymus, Árpád fought his last 
great battle in July 907, when the Bavarian and 
Eastern Frankish forces tried to shake off  their 
obligation of  tribute. The Hungarians halted 
the united armies in the Battle of  Pressburg, 
putting beyond doubt the Hungarianness of  the 
Carpathian Basin. It is probable that he had sons 
who fell in this battle. It is also possible, however, 
that it was news of  the death of  the grand prince 
– Árpád would have been around sixty, a very 
old age by the standards of  the time – which 
prompted the attack by the Eastern Franks. There 
is no reliable contemporary record of  his death, 
but 300 years later Anonymus links it to the Battle 
of  Pressburg.

Latorc.   
A scene of  Árpád Feszty’s panorama 
“Arrival of  the Hungarians”

Carrying off  the women, A scene of  
Árpád Feszty’s panorama “Arrival 

of  the Hungarians”
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The Bulgarian rulers, the only actual Bulgarian 
section of  the people, were killed in the skirmishes 
or fled to Bulgaria. Their Slav subjects surrendered 
and were taken in servitude to Magyar rule. The 
memory of  the Tisza Slavs, who later assimilated 
with the Hungarian people, is maintained in the 
many Bulgarian Slav loanwords in the Hungarian 
language. The small fragments of  the Gepida 
people in the Tisza area fared similarly to the 
Slavs, but the Székely people, which according 
to tradition were already there and surrendered 
voluntarily to Árpád, maintained their complete 
freedom and joined the Magyars as a kind of  
ninth tribe. 

The Magyar tribes took possession of  the 
forests of  Zólyom (now Zvolen, Slovakia), North 
Gömör, the North-East Carpathians, the Eastern 
Carpathians, the Southern Carpathians, the Lower 
Danube and the Danube–Tisza plain. The area of  
these lands, which seems very large compared 
to the population by modern standards, was in 
fact much smaller than the Magyars’ previous 
homelands in Meotis and Etelköz. The Magyars, 
now Hungarians, found no economic use for the 
forests and mountains or the sandy or marshy 
stretches. For their pastoral economy, they needed 
huge expanses of  flat or gently sloping grassland 
to feed their tens of  thousands of  cattle and 
horses. They were content to stay within the 
confines of  these lands only for two years before 
embarking on the conquest of  Transdanubia and 
the lands to the north-west. 

Taking possession  
of  Pannonia

Another Hungarian army swept through the 
valleys of  the Dráva and the Száva, across the 
Venetian Plain to Brenta, avoiding the Pannonian 
province of  Arnulf ’s vassal Braslav, the Emperor 
being an ally at the time, but in preparation for 
its conquest, a larger army set off  for Italy the 
following spring. Passing through the Slovenian-
inhabited southern province of  their allies the 
Bavarians, they laid waste to Lombardy. One 
section of  the Hungarian cavalry, breaking off  
from the five-thousand strong army, hurtled past 
Verona, Milan and Pavia, laying waste the land 
and pillaging as far as Bergamo, Bercelli and the 
Western Alps. Another section, swimming across 
the lagoon on their horses’ backs, attempted to 

attack Venice. Their daring attempt was frustrated 
only when the fleet was mobilised. Margrave 
Berengar of  Friuli, who also controlled Lombardy 
and for a year had been King of  Italy, led an army 
against the Hungarians with a threefold numerical 
supremacy. In retreat, the Hungarian general 
asked for terms upon reaching the River Brenta. 
He offered up all of  their booty, baggage and even 
his battle horses, and promised hostages, in return 
for a free withdrawal. Nonetheless, Berengar 
opted for a battle, and the desperate Hungarians 
prepared for defence, anticipating an almost 
hopeless struggle. Looking across the Brenta, 
however, they saw a scene of  reckless negligence: 
the enemy feasting and revelling in their camp. 
The Hungarians did not waste the opportunity. 
On 24 September 899, they launched a thick 
hail of  arrows, forded and swam the river, and 
surprised and routed the Lombardian army. Many 
Italian knights fell in the battle and subsequent 
pursuit, and the Hungarians came away with a 
wealth of  booty and prisoners. Following this 
triumph, they turned to the interior of  Italy and 
ravaged the plain on the right bank of  the Po. After 
wintering in the rich fields of  Lombardy, they set 
off  for home in spring 900 after making peace 
with Berengar, in return for gifts and hostages. 
The Hungarians followed up this expedition with 
subsequent raids, but ultimately forged an alliance 
with Berengar in 904. Honouring this treaty, the 
Hungarians thereafter ventured on to Italian soil 
only when invited by Berengar.

The Italians were also the south-western 
neighbours of  the Eastern Franks, through the 
province of  Carinthia. Their military paralysis, 
followed by the striking of  a treaty, created the 
conditions for a campaign on Eastern Francia. 
The opportunity duly came via an event which the 
Hungarians learned of  when still in Lombardy: 
the death of  their old friend Emperor Arnulf, 
in December 899. There was now no obstacle 
restraining them from mounting an invasion of  
Pannonia.

On returning from Italy, the Hungarian army 
marched through Pannonia and destroyed the 
vassal province of  Prince Braslav at Lake Balaton. 
A few months later, in summer 900, the tribes 
from the Tisza area, and from the land between 
the Garam and the Vág, mustered their forces, 
crossed the Danube, and took possession of  

Pannonia. They met no resistance. Following the 
death of  Emperor Arnulf  and the occupation 
of  what thereafter became Transdanubia, the 
Hungarians sent emissaries to the Franks with a 
view to renewing their alliance. Their overtures 
were rejected, and at once they launched an 
attack against Bavaria.

Taken by surprise, the Bavarians requested 
assistance from the Moravians – whom they 
had attacked that summer – citing defence of  
Christendom. The Moravians merely smiled 
at the clash of  two enemies, and actually came 
closer to the Hungarians, even mimicking some 
of  their pagan customs.

The Bavarian campaign of  900 was the first 
of  a long series of  wars. Hungarian forces 
penetrated the outer provinces of  Eastern 
Francia every year, ravaging Carinthia in the 
south, or the Eastern Marches and Moravia in 
the north. The Bavarians were led in this bitter 
struggle by a relative of  Arnulf, Margrave 
Luitpold (893–907) who since 898 had held the 
East Francian marches of  Nordgau, Ostmark 
and Carinthia, and was the forefather of  the 10th 
century Bavarian princes and the Wittelsbach 
family. All of  the fighting took place on Bavarian 
land. The Bavarians were victorious only once, 
and then only by means of  a dastardly trick. They 

Sacrifice.  
A scene of  Árpád Feszty’s  
panorama “Arrival  
of  the Hungarians”



41 400 YEARS OF THE HOUSE OF ÁRPÁD 40FOR THE HOMELAND UNTO DEATH – 1100 YEARS

The Bulgarian rulers, the only actual Bulgarian 
section of  the people, were killed in the skirmishes 
or fled to Bulgaria. Their Slav subjects surrendered 
and were taken in servitude to Magyar rule. The 
memory of  the Tisza Slavs, who later assimilated 
with the Hungarian people, is maintained in the 
many Bulgarian Slav loanwords in the Hungarian 
language. The small fragments of  the Gepida 
people in the Tisza area fared similarly to the 
Slavs, but the Székely people, which according 
to tradition were already there and surrendered 
voluntarily to Árpád, maintained their complete 
freedom and joined the Magyars as a kind of  
ninth tribe. 

The Magyar tribes took possession of  the 
forests of  Zólyom (now Zvolen, Slovakia), North 
Gömör, the North-East Carpathians, the Eastern 
Carpathians, the Southern Carpathians, the Lower 
Danube and the Danube–Tisza plain. The area of  
these lands, which seems very large compared 
to the population by modern standards, was in 
fact much smaller than the Magyars’ previous 
homelands in Meotis and Etelköz. The Magyars, 
now Hungarians, found no economic use for the 
forests and mountains or the sandy or marshy 
stretches. For their pastoral economy, they needed 
huge expanses of  flat or gently sloping grassland 
to feed their tens of  thousands of  cattle and 
horses. They were content to stay within the 
confines of  these lands only for two years before 
embarking on the conquest of  Transdanubia and 
the lands to the north-west. 

Taking possession  
of  Pannonia

Another Hungarian army swept through the 
valleys of  the Dráva and the Száva, across the 
Venetian Plain to Brenta, avoiding the Pannonian 
province of  Arnulf ’s vassal Braslav, the Emperor 
being an ally at the time, but in preparation for 
its conquest, a larger army set off  for Italy the 
following spring. Passing through the Slovenian-
inhabited southern province of  their allies the 
Bavarians, they laid waste to Lombardy. One 
section of  the Hungarian cavalry, breaking off  
from the five-thousand strong army, hurtled past 
Verona, Milan and Pavia, laying waste the land 
and pillaging as far as Bergamo, Bercelli and the 
Western Alps. Another section, swimming across 
the lagoon on their horses’ backs, attempted to 

attack Venice. Their daring attempt was frustrated 
only when the fleet was mobilised. Margrave 
Berengar of  Friuli, who also controlled Lombardy 
and for a year had been King of  Italy, led an army 
against the Hungarians with a threefold numerical 
supremacy. In retreat, the Hungarian general 
asked for terms upon reaching the River Brenta. 
He offered up all of  their booty, baggage and even 
his battle horses, and promised hostages, in return 
for a free withdrawal. Nonetheless, Berengar 
opted for a battle, and the desperate Hungarians 
prepared for defence, anticipating an almost 
hopeless struggle. Looking across the Brenta, 
however, they saw a scene of  reckless negligence: 
the enemy feasting and revelling in their camp. 
The Hungarians did not waste the opportunity. 
On 24 September 899, they launched a thick 
hail of  arrows, forded and swam the river, and 
surprised and routed the Lombardian army. Many 
Italian knights fell in the battle and subsequent 
pursuit, and the Hungarians came away with a 
wealth of  booty and prisoners. Following this 
triumph, they turned to the interior of  Italy and 
ravaged the plain on the right bank of  the Po. After 
wintering in the rich fields of  Lombardy, they set 
off  for home in spring 900 after making peace 
with Berengar, in return for gifts and hostages. 
The Hungarians followed up this expedition with 
subsequent raids, but ultimately forged an alliance 
with Berengar in 904. Honouring this treaty, the 
Hungarians thereafter ventured on to Italian soil 
only when invited by Berengar.

The Italians were also the south-western 
neighbours of  the Eastern Franks, through the 
province of  Carinthia. Their military paralysis, 
followed by the striking of  a treaty, created the 
conditions for a campaign on Eastern Francia. 
The opportunity duly came via an event which the 
Hungarians learned of  when still in Lombardy: 
the death of  their old friend Emperor Arnulf, 
in December 899. There was now no obstacle 
restraining them from mounting an invasion of  
Pannonia.

On returning from Italy, the Hungarian army 
marched through Pannonia and destroyed the 
vassal province of  Prince Braslav at Lake Balaton. 
A few months later, in summer 900, the tribes 
from the Tisza area, and from the land between 
the Garam and the Vág, mustered their forces, 
crossed the Danube, and took possession of  

Pannonia. They met no resistance. Following the 
death of  Emperor Arnulf  and the occupation 
of  what thereafter became Transdanubia, the 
Hungarians sent emissaries to the Franks with a 
view to renewing their alliance. Their overtures 
were rejected, and at once they launched an 
attack against Bavaria.

Taken by surprise, the Bavarians requested 
assistance from the Moravians – whom they 
had attacked that summer – citing defence of  
Christendom. The Moravians merely smiled 
at the clash of  two enemies, and actually came 
closer to the Hungarians, even mimicking some 
of  their pagan customs.

The Bavarian campaign of  900 was the first 
of  a long series of  wars. Hungarian forces 
penetrated the outer provinces of  Eastern 
Francia every year, ravaging Carinthia in the 
south, or the Eastern Marches and Moravia in 
the north. The Bavarians were led in this bitter 
struggle by a relative of  Arnulf, Margrave 
Luitpold (893–907) who since 898 had held the 
East Francian marches of  Nordgau, Ostmark 
and Carinthia, and was the forefather of  the 10th 
century Bavarian princes and the Wittelsbach 
family. All of  the fighting took place on Bavarian 
land. The Bavarians were victorious only once, 
and then only by means of  a dastardly trick. They 
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invited the Hungarian chieftain Kurszán in 904, 
feigning friendship, to dinner, and murdered him 
together with his retinue. This event shook the 
Hungarians sufficiently that they avoided Bavaria 
for three years. Instead, they ravaged Moravia 
and completely destroyed the residual power of  
Svatopluk’s successors. In 906, the Moravians, 
Bohemians and Dalaminc Slavs or Glomác were 
paying them tribute, and the Hungarian army 
passed through their lands – invited by the latter 
– to Saxony, from where they returned loaded 

with booty. One year later, Margrave Luitpold, 
having had enough of  the pillaging, rallied the 
Bavarian counts and bishops for a campaign 
against the Hungarians. The decisive battle took 
place under the castle of  Ennsburg – which had 
been built to defend against Hungarian raids – 
on 5 July 907. The cream of  the Bavarian army 
fell in the carnage, including their generals 
Luitpold and Archbishop Theotmar of  Salzburg. 
It also marked the end of  the Eastern Marches – 
the Ostmark – which Charlemagne had laid out 

against the Avars a hundred years before. The 
territory came under Hungarian control up to 
the River Enns, together with the eastern part 
of  the March of  Carinthia, nowadays part of  
Styria, adjacent to the Hungarian border. They 
had no wish to occupy this land, only using 
it to expand their own marches, the western 
gyepűelve, separating the country from the 
western neighbours, and a valuable mustering 
ground for armies setting off  for the west. The 
victory at Ennsburg practically marked the end 
of  the Hungarian Conquest, and truly founded 
Hungary, setting the western boundary to the 
land under Hungarian control.

The Székely people

The valleys of  the Maros, Küküllő and Upper 
Olt, and the forested hills surrounding them, 
were inhabited by the Székely people. In the 
absence of  sufficient data, historians are yet to 
pronounce the final word on the Székely people. 
What is certain is that they were not Hungarian 
settlers from various points in the country. The 
medieval sources are unanimous that the Székely 
people were of  the same stem as the Hungarians, 
separated and differentiated for many centuries, 
until they were eventually reunited. Their society 
based on blood ties, their ancient institutions 
and laws prove that they took up their place 
in Transylvania as a coherent people no later 
than the early 9th century, and were not settled 
there by the kings. They came there either with 
the Hungarians or even earlier. It is clear from 
tradition that even in the 11th century the Székely 
people were held to have been inhabitants of  
Hungary before the Conquest, and were of  
Attila’s people. This view could not have evolved 
without any basis. Nobody has described the 
Pechenegs, Bulgarians or Cumans – who settled 
after the end of  the 10th century – as original 
inhabitants. Anonymus also sharply distinguishes 
the Székely from the Kabars – mentioned under 
the name “Cumans” – who joined before the 
Conquest, and Marót Mén’s “Kozars”. Taken 
together, all this implies that we must regard 
the Székely as originally Avars, or a Turkish 
people living under Avar rule – Kutrigur Bulgars 
or Onogurs – who lived in what later became 
Hungary and bowed to Prince Árpád at the time 

of  the Hungarian Conquest. If  we assume that 
they were descendants of  the Onogurs who came 
into the region with the Avars, then their rapid 
linguistic assimilation – the biggest problem 
in deciding their origin – is explained by the 
similarity of  the Onogur and Magyar languages. 
Their location in the mountains also supports 
the view of  the Hungarian traditions that they 
moved there – into the forests – to escape the 
harassment of  foreign peoples following the 
collapse of  Avar power, and found their land well 
suited to the old hunting life of  the Onogurs and 
Bulgars. Other evidence, however, suggests that, 
before coming to their Transylvanian home they 
lived in Bihar, between the Barcău and Someş 
rivers, and from there migrated in the 9th and 10th 
centuries through the Meseş Pass and the Upper 
Someş valley to their present home, where they 
later – in the second half  of  the 10th century – 
were assigned the task of  defending the borders 
against raids by the Pechenegs and, later the 
Uzians and Cumans.

Military planning  
in the settled lands

The chiefs of  the Huns and the Avars, who 
also had subjects in the Carpathians to the east, 
settled with most of  their people along the 
Tisza. Four of  the Hungarian tribes, including 
Árpád’s, the largest tribe, settled to the west of  
the Danube. Huge areas remained uninhabited in 
the eastern part of  Tiszántúl and Transylvania. 
There were undoubtedly economic reasons 
behind the Hungarians’ preference for the 
more cultivated land of  Transdanubia, since 
they also practised arable farming, whereas the 
Avars had been content to keep their herds on 
the grazing land of  Tiszántúl. Nonetheless, the 
main reason behind their choice was probably 
military expediency, particularly the need to 
fend off  the threat from the east – a Pecheneg 
attack. For all of  its economic benefits, then, the 
main attraction of  Transdanubia was the military 
security it afforded, and the decision of  the 
Hungarians to settle there represents one of  the 
surest signs that their ambitions were directed 
towards the west.

The Magyar tribes settled at the edges of  the 
Great Plain in the exits to the river valleys, and 
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invited the Hungarian chieftain Kurszán in 904, 
feigning friendship, to dinner, and murdered him 
together with his retinue. This event shook the 
Hungarians sufficiently that they avoided Bavaria 
for three years. Instead, they ravaged Moravia 
and completely destroyed the residual power of  
Svatopluk’s successors. In 906, the Moravians, 
Bohemians and Dalaminc Slavs or Glomác were 
paying them tribute, and the Hungarian army 
passed through their lands – invited by the latter 
– to Saxony, from where they returned loaded 

with booty. One year later, Margrave Luitpold, 
having had enough of  the pillaging, rallied the 
Bavarian counts and bishops for a campaign 
against the Hungarians. The decisive battle took 
place under the castle of  Ennsburg – which had 
been built to defend against Hungarian raids – 
on 5 July 907. The cream of  the Bavarian army 
fell in the carnage, including their generals 
Luitpold and Archbishop Theotmar of  Salzburg. 
It also marked the end of  the Eastern Marches – 
the Ostmark – which Charlemagne had laid out 

against the Avars a hundred years before. The 
territory came under Hungarian control up to 
the River Enns, together with the eastern part 
of  the March of  Carinthia, nowadays part of  
Styria, adjacent to the Hungarian border. They 
had no wish to occupy this land, only using 
it to expand their own marches, the western 
gyepűelve, separating the country from the 
western neighbours, and a valuable mustering 
ground for armies setting off  for the west. The 
victory at Ennsburg practically marked the end 
of  the Hungarian Conquest, and truly founded 
Hungary, setting the western boundary to the 
land under Hungarian control.

The Székely people

The valleys of  the Maros, Küküllő and Upper 
Olt, and the forested hills surrounding them, 
were inhabited by the Székely people. In the 
absence of  sufficient data, historians are yet to 
pronounce the final word on the Székely people. 
What is certain is that they were not Hungarian 
settlers from various points in the country. The 
medieval sources are unanimous that the Székely 
people were of  the same stem as the Hungarians, 
separated and differentiated for many centuries, 
until they were eventually reunited. Their society 
based on blood ties, their ancient institutions 
and laws prove that they took up their place 
in Transylvania as a coherent people no later 
than the early 9th century, and were not settled 
there by the kings. They came there either with 
the Hungarians or even earlier. It is clear from 
tradition that even in the 11th century the Székely 
people were held to have been inhabitants of  
Hungary before the Conquest, and were of  
Attila’s people. This view could not have evolved 
without any basis. Nobody has described the 
Pechenegs, Bulgarians or Cumans – who settled 
after the end of  the 10th century – as original 
inhabitants. Anonymus also sharply distinguishes 
the Székely from the Kabars – mentioned under 
the name “Cumans” – who joined before the 
Conquest, and Marót Mén’s “Kozars”. Taken 
together, all this implies that we must regard 
the Székely as originally Avars, or a Turkish 
people living under Avar rule – Kutrigur Bulgars 
or Onogurs – who lived in what later became 
Hungary and bowed to Prince Árpád at the time 

of  the Hungarian Conquest. If  we assume that 
they were descendants of  the Onogurs who came 
into the region with the Avars, then their rapid 
linguistic assimilation – the biggest problem 
in deciding their origin – is explained by the 
similarity of  the Onogur and Magyar languages. 
Their location in the mountains also supports 
the view of  the Hungarian traditions that they 
moved there – into the forests – to escape the 
harassment of  foreign peoples following the 
collapse of  Avar power, and found their land well 
suited to the old hunting life of  the Onogurs and 
Bulgars. Other evidence, however, suggests that, 
before coming to their Transylvanian home they 
lived in Bihar, between the Barcău and Someş 
rivers, and from there migrated in the 9th and 10th 
centuries through the Meseş Pass and the Upper 
Someş valley to their present home, where they 
later – in the second half  of  the 10th century – 
were assigned the task of  defending the borders 
against raids by the Pechenegs and, later the 
Uzians and Cumans.

Military planning  
in the settled lands

The chiefs of  the Huns and the Avars, who 
also had subjects in the Carpathians to the east, 
settled with most of  their people along the 
Tisza. Four of  the Hungarian tribes, including 
Árpád’s, the largest tribe, settled to the west of  
the Danube. Huge areas remained uninhabited in 
the eastern part of  Tiszántúl and Transylvania. 
There were undoubtedly economic reasons 
behind the Hungarians’ preference for the 
more cultivated land of  Transdanubia, since 
they also practised arable farming, whereas the 
Avars had been content to keep their herds on 
the grazing land of  Tiszántúl. Nonetheless, the 
main reason behind their choice was probably 
military expediency, particularly the need to 
fend off  the threat from the east – a Pecheneg 
attack. For all of  its economic benefits, then, the 
main attraction of  Transdanubia was the military 
security it afforded, and the decision of  the 
Hungarians to settle there represents one of  the 
surest signs that their ambitions were directed 
towards the west.

The Magyar tribes settled at the edges of  the 
Great Plain in the exits to the river valleys, and 
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the warrior clans beside the water, on both sides 
of  the major rivers and on river islands, in areas 
defended by marshes. In preparation for defence 
against sudden attack, the natural military routes 
leading into the border mountain ranges and the 
river confluences had to be inhabited, and the 
river crossing points – fords and ferries – had to 
be fortified. In case of  surprise attack, the men 
could more easily protect the tribe’s people and 
property on the opposite bank of  the river if  
they had a permanent presence at the crossing 
points. Military considerations also lay behind 
the selection of  central, permanent settlements 
– in fortifiable, inaccessible locations – into 
which the people could retreat in case of  surprise 
attack. The country was studded with fortified 
positions and earth forts. The Magyar clans took 
possession of  these after subjugating the Slavs, 
but did not find all of  them suitable for defence. 
The ramparts of  earth forts on flat land offered 
little protection against oriental horsemen. 
Only marsh forts and river islands provided 
secure refuge. Csepel Island; the large island-
like area in Fehér County and Solt surrounded 

by the marshes on each side of  the Sárvíz; the 
eastern tip of  Csallóköz defended to the west by 
marshes; the marshes around Zalavár near Lake 
Balaton; the marshes of  the Dráva confluence; 
the marshy land of  the Szárazér-Maros-Tisza-
Aranka triangle; the impassable swamps of  
the Körös outflow and Sárrét; the wetlands of  
Szamos-Kraszna; and the mortlakes of  the Sajó-
Eger area provided natural defences for various 
tribes and warrior clans. The warrior-chiefs had 
permanent protected settlements and castles: 
Csepel and Fehérvár, Lél at Csallóköz, Bogát 
beside Lake Balaton, Bodrogvár, Marosvár, 
Ete and Kaplony, to which in case of  attack 
the whole community and their livestock could 
withdraw, and where the women and children 
lived permanently.

The tribal lands were separated from each 
other by broad, uninhabited strips and natural 
boundaries. These natural boundaries were hills, 
forests, lakes, large swampy areas and barren 
plains, but the artificial gyepű system, known also 
by the Avar word gyűrű, was also used to separate 
and protect the tribal lands. 

Gilded silver pouch plate  
from Galgóc (Hlohovec, Slovakia)  

from the 10th century.  

Saber with pear-shaped hilt,  
decorated with gilded silver studs from the 
Conquest-era cemetery of  Karos.  
From the collection of  the Ottó Hermann 
Museum

Árpád’s clan was protected by the Mátra, 
Cserhát, Pilis, Vértes and Bakony hill ranges, 
the swamps of  the south side of  Lake Balaton, 
the Mecsek Hills, the swampy land on the left 
bank of  the Danube from Bodrog to Soroksár, 
and the sandy and marshy lands of  what later 
became Greater and Lesser Cumania and Jászság. 
The tribes of  Lél and Vérbulcsu were separated 
from each other by the marshes of  Hanság and 
Rábaköz and the western branch of  the Bakony 
Hills, and from the tribes of  Árpád and Botond 
by the swamps of  the Little Balaton and the 
Mecsek Hills. There was barren puszta between 
Botond’s tribe and the Tisza tribes, and the 
Szárazér and Sárrét swamps between Gyula’s and 
Ond’s tribes. The barren plan of  Great Cumania 
lay between the Kabars and Ond’s tribe, and the 
Mátra Hills between Lél’s and Árpád’s. Kende’s 
tribe was bounded to the west by Hortobágy and 
the Nyír and Bihar forests. These mostly forested 
border zones also provided the Hungarians with 
game for their favoured pursuit of  hunting, but 
their main purpose was defence and prevention 
of  clashes between tribes. 

The warrior chief ’s fort, the permanent seat 
of  his clan, was surrounded by a triple defensive 
ring: water or marsh around the castle, the living 
ring of  the tribe’s other clans, and the natural 
external fortification of  hills, forests, swamps 
and pusztas. 

Just as the other clans surrounded the clan 
of  the tribal chief, the other tribes surrounded 
the tribe of  the prince. Árpád’s tribe, settled 
along the central stretch of  the Danube, was 
surrounded by a ring of  six others, all of  which 
had important military duties. The military roads 
running along the valleys of  the Vág, Morava and 
Danube rivers, and those across the Morava to 
Bohemia and the German lands intersected in 
the lands of  Lél’s tribe along the Upper Danube. 
The roads through the valleys of  the Rába and 
the Mura to Styria, Austria and Germany, through 
the valleys of  the Dráva and the Száva to Italy, 
through the valleys of  the Száva and the Kulpa to 
Croatia, and across the plain between the Dráva 
and Száva to Serbia and Byzantium intersected in 
the land of  the tribe at Lake Balaton. The chiefs 
of  these two tribes, whose names are known from 
Byzantine and Western sources as Szoárd (Salard), 
Lél (Lehel), Bogát, Kál and Bulcsu, were in the 
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the warrior clans beside the water, on both sides 
of  the major rivers and on river islands, in areas 
defended by marshes. In preparation for defence 
against sudden attack, the natural military routes 
leading into the border mountain ranges and the 
river confluences had to be inhabited, and the 
river crossing points – fords and ferries – had to 
be fortified. In case of  surprise attack, the men 
could more easily protect the tribe’s people and 
property on the opposite bank of  the river if  
they had a permanent presence at the crossing 
points. Military considerations also lay behind 
the selection of  central, permanent settlements 
– in fortifiable, inaccessible locations – into 
which the people could retreat in case of  surprise 
attack. The country was studded with fortified 
positions and earth forts. The Magyar clans took 
possession of  these after subjugating the Slavs, 
but did not find all of  them suitable for defence. 
The ramparts of  earth forts on flat land offered 
little protection against oriental horsemen. 
Only marsh forts and river islands provided 
secure refuge. Csepel Island; the large island-
like area in Fehér County and Solt surrounded 

by the marshes on each side of  the Sárvíz; the 
eastern tip of  Csallóköz defended to the west by 
marshes; the marshes around Zalavár near Lake 
Balaton; the marshes of  the Dráva confluence; 
the marshy land of  the Szárazér-Maros-Tisza-
Aranka triangle; the impassable swamps of  
the Körös outflow and Sárrét; the wetlands of  
Szamos-Kraszna; and the mortlakes of  the Sajó-
Eger area provided natural defences for various 
tribes and warrior clans. The warrior-chiefs had 
permanent protected settlements and castles: 
Csepel and Fehérvár, Lél at Csallóköz, Bogát 
beside Lake Balaton, Bodrogvár, Marosvár, 
Ete and Kaplony, to which in case of  attack 
the whole community and their livestock could 
withdraw, and where the women and children 
lived permanently.

The tribal lands were separated from each 
other by broad, uninhabited strips and natural 
boundaries. These natural boundaries were hills, 
forests, lakes, large swampy areas and barren 
plains, but the artificial gyepű system, known also 
by the Avar word gyűrű, was also used to separate 
and protect the tribal lands. 
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Árpád’s clan was protected by the Mátra, 
Cserhát, Pilis, Vértes and Bakony hill ranges, 
the swamps of  the south side of  Lake Balaton, 
the Mecsek Hills, the swampy land on the left 
bank of  the Danube from Bodrog to Soroksár, 
and the sandy and marshy lands of  what later 
became Greater and Lesser Cumania and Jászság. 
The tribes of  Lél and Vérbulcsu were separated 
from each other by the marshes of  Hanság and 
Rábaköz and the western branch of  the Bakony 
Hills, and from the tribes of  Árpád and Botond 
by the swamps of  the Little Balaton and the 
Mecsek Hills. There was barren puszta between 
Botond’s tribe and the Tisza tribes, and the 
Szárazér and Sárrét swamps between Gyula’s and 
Ond’s tribes. The barren plan of  Great Cumania 
lay between the Kabars and Ond’s tribe, and the 
Mátra Hills between Lél’s and Árpád’s. Kende’s 
tribe was bounded to the west by Hortobágy and 
the Nyír and Bihar forests. These mostly forested 
border zones also provided the Hungarians with 
game for their favoured pursuit of  hunting, but 
their main purpose was defence and prevention 
of  clashes between tribes. 

The warrior chief ’s fort, the permanent seat 
of  his clan, was surrounded by a triple defensive 
ring: water or marsh around the castle, the living 
ring of  the tribe’s other clans, and the natural 
external fortification of  hills, forests, swamps 
and pusztas. 

Just as the other clans surrounded the clan 
of  the tribal chief, the other tribes surrounded 
the tribe of  the prince. Árpád’s tribe, settled 
along the central stretch of  the Danube, was 
surrounded by a ring of  six others, all of  which 
had important military duties. The military roads 
running along the valleys of  the Vág, Morava and 
Danube rivers, and those across the Morava to 
Bohemia and the German lands intersected in 
the lands of  Lél’s tribe along the Upper Danube. 
The roads through the valleys of  the Rába and 
the Mura to Styria, Austria and Germany, through 
the valleys of  the Dráva and the Száva to Italy, 
through the valleys of  the Száva and the Kulpa to 
Croatia, and across the plain between the Dráva 
and Száva to Serbia and Byzantium intersected in 
the land of  the tribe at Lake Balaton. The chiefs 
of  these two tribes, whose names are known from 
Byzantine and Western sources as Szoárd (Salard), 
Lél (Lehel), Bogát, Kál and Bulcsu, were in the 
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vanguard of  the western and Balkan raids of  the 
10th century. The tribe in the Dráva and Lower 
Danube country, led by Botond, the legendary 
hero of  battles with Byzantium, had the duty 
of  defending against the Bulgarians of  Syrmia. 
Ond’s tribe guarded the exit of  the military road 
through the Körös valley to Transylvania and 
the Pechenegs, and Gyula’s enormous tribe the 
roads through the Maros valley, also towards the 
Pechenegs, and the Morava valley to Bulgaria and 
Byzantium. They were also expected to hold up 
Bulgarian and Pecheneg attacks from the Lower 
Danube and Morava, and from the Maros and 
Körös valleys. The Kabars occupied the termini 
of  the roads through the north-eastern passes 
to Russian lands. The peril was greatest in the 
east, where the old, merciless Pecheneg foe was 
encamped. This prompted the laying out of  
another line of  defence, beyond the defensive line 
of  the Tisza tribes and the strong natural bastion 
to the east – the Nyír and Bihar forests and the 
ranges of  hills on the border of  Transylvania. 
Two clans of  the princely tribe, those of  Ákos 
and Káta, took up defence of  the valleys of  the 
Berettyó, Ér (Ler) and Kraszna (Crasna) rivers, 
perhaps as early as the 10th century. The entrances 
to the valleys of  the Inner Tisza, Szamos and 
Maros and Küküllő area were guarded by Székely 
clans. The Prince’s tribe was therefore defended to 
the east by a fourfold shield: The Sárvíz swamps 
with the sandy puszta behind them; the defensive 
line of  the Tisza tribes; the forests of  Nyír and 
Bihar and the border hills of  Transylvania; and 
finally the line of  the Szamos Magyar and Székely 
tribes. The defensive system laid out with careful 

strategic planning at the time of  conquest was 
capped by the magnificent border defences: 
broad, largely uninhabited and practically 
impassable areas surrounding the entire settled 
land of  the tribes. These dividing strips were 
similar to the neutral zones separating peoples 
in South Russia. To the north, north-east, east 
and south-east, the Carpathians were covered 
in impenetrable forests, an enormous natural 
bastion; to the south were the Deliblát puszta, the 
swamps of  the Lower Danube and the forested 
hills of  Fruska-Gora and Slavonia (now Croatia); 
on the western border were the forest stretching 
from Muraköz to the north-north-west with 
the Wienerwald, Morvamező (Marchfeld) and 
the land between the Olsava, Morava and Vág 
rivers, and after 907 the Austrian Marches and 
Moravia. This outer zone, the gyepűelve, the 
broad area beyond a strip of  artificial barriers, 
the gyepű, protected the Hungarian people from 
surprise attacks similar to the Pecheneg attack 
in Etelköz. It was designed, however, so that 
the barricaded gates at the internal exits of  the 
roads through the gyepű, the river confluences 
inhabited by the clans, could be opened, allowing 
Hungarian forces to sweep through and surprise 
their neighbours. In addition, the gyepűelve served 
as a hunting area and as a muster zone before 
setting out on raids. At more vulnerable points, 
permanent guards were maintained on the 
external exits of  the roads leading out of  the 
gyepűelve, the actual border of  the country. The 
gyepűelve was not in fact completely uninhabited. 
In the west, for example, small pockets of  Avars 
and Germans lived near Lake Fertő and Lower 

Austria, and the Austrian and Moravian Hungarian 
border guards lived outside the actual gyepű line. In 
the south-west border areas, scattered pockets of  
Slovenes lived in the forests. To the east, the lands 
of  Kende’s and Gyula’s tribes in the valleys of  the 
Szamos and the Upper Maros, and those of  the 
Székely, lay outside the inner gyepű line through 
the Meszes, Réz (Munţii Plopiş), Királyhágó 
(Pasul Craiului), Bihar and Érchegység (Munţii 
Metaliferi) hill ranges.

The historic significance  
of  settlement

The decision of  the conquering Hungarians to 
place the centre of  gravity of  their settlement 
in Transdanubia and take up defensive positions 
to the east set the nation’s destiny from the very 
first moment. Although they consistently clashed 
with the Western powers as enemies during the 
Conquest and in the subsequent fifteen years, 
and although entry into the Western sphere of  
interest only took place in the time of  St Stephen, 
the two crucial preconditions of  entry to the 
cultural community of  Western Christendom – 
the complete break from eastern interests and 
geographical location – were in place immediately 
after the Conquest. The land of  Transdanubia, 
neighbouring the German provinces and laden 
with the traditions of  Latin–Christian culture, 
together with the Slav and Avar inhabitants who 
had lived under Frankish supremacy, inexorably 
swept the Hungarian people, torn from their 
blood relations, towards the West. The Kingdom 
of  Hungary was born in Transdanubia; the 
decision to settle there may thus be identified as 
the fundamental reason why the country put up 

such stout resistance to Byzantine attempts at 
conversion and conquest. It was the purposeful 
strategic planning at the time of  the Conquest that 
enabled the Hungarians to withstand the attacks 
of  the westward-pressing Pechenegs, Uzians and 
Cumans, and so escaped the fate of  the Hun, Avar, 
Pecheneg, Uzian and Cuman peoples destroyed 
or assimilated in the lands of  Hungary and the 
Balkans, and the Bulgarians, Khazars and other 
related peoples who, caught in an eastern cultural 
embrace, became Slavicised.

By taking possession of  the most fertile, most 
valuable areas, the Hungarians, if  unconsciously, 
secured economic predominance in a thinly-
populated country that was forced to accept 
external settlers. The later arrivals from east and 
west – Pechenegs, Cumans, Germans, Flamands, 
Walloons, Vlachs, Ruthenes – were obliged to 
settle in the hitherto uninhabited, economically 
secondary sandy plains and hill areas in the heart 
of  the country and at its borders. Consequently, 
even the cultured German and Wallonian settlers 
could compete with the Magyars only in the areas 
of  trade, industry and mining; in a country so 
rooted in agriculture, they could never threaten 
their economic supremacy. 

The conquering Magyar clans sought out the 
already-inhabited lands and subjected the scattered 
pockets of  Slovenian, German, Avar and Bulgar–
Slav peoples to their direct authority, settling in 
among them, so that these people quickly became 
Magyarised, lending some of  their vocabulary to 
the conquerors.

By leaving large areas in the interior of  the 
country wild, the conquering Magyar tribes set the 
background for the economic, ethnic and political 
unity of  their new homeland. They mainly settled 
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vanguard of  the western and Balkan raids of  the 
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strategic planning at the time of  conquest was 
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on the western border were the forest stretching 
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the perimeter of  the Great Plain, marking out 
the boundaries of  the enclosed central region 
and establishing control of  the natural routes of  
settlement towards the border – river valleys up to 
the foot of  the mountains, and the routes leading 
through the gyepű – and leaving empty what were 
to become Cumania, the Haiduk country and 
Bihar. Ethnic unity was of  course later disrupted 
by the losses of  the struggle with, and occupation 
by, the Turks, which disproportionately affected 
the Magyar population, but the people within 
the linguistic boundary marked out at the time 
of  the Conquest remained Magyar even then. 
The decimated original population in this area 
managed to assimilate the larger part of  the 
foreign nationalities who were settled there in 
large numbers in subsequent centuries.

The way that the Hungarians settled their 
lands, leaving uninhabited large areas near the 

borders and within the country as national and 
tribal boundaries, had far-reaching political 
consequences. St Stephen established royal 
control in areas not occupied by the clans, and 
thus held sway throughout the entire kingdom 
over people who were not directly subservient 
to the clans. In this way, he acquired vast royal 
estates, the economic base for establishing 
central power, without having to divest the clans 
of  their property, apart from cases of  clear 
disloyalty. This fortunate circumstance ensured 
that the great political transformation, although 
challenged by some powerful tribal leaders, took 
its course without major upset.

Unlike the royal estates, which served purely 
economic aims, the lands of  the vármegye 
(counties) had both economic and military 
functions, and these were located among clan 
settlements as well as the boundary zones. The 
geographic development of  the counties was 
influenced by the arrangement of  clan lands, 
especially the settlements of  the clans of  the 
warrior chiefs. The economic and administrative 
connection of  areas on both sides of  the 
Danube in Komárom, Esztergom and Fejér 
counties; of  both sides of  the Tisza in Újvár, 
Szolnok and Csongrád; of  both sides of  the 
Dráva in Baranya, of  both sides of  the Maros in 
Csanád and Arad; of  both sides of  the Szamos 
in Szatmár and of  both sides of  Lake Balaton 
in Zala and of  the outlying areas of  Szolnok, 
which was later split into two, and then three, 
parts, can only be explained by the ancient 
patterns of  possession by the leading clans on 
the county territories. In his planning of  the state 
and county administrative apparatus, St Stephen 
granted a major part to the clans who were loyal 
to him. To consolidate his power, he also set up a 
chain of  royal manors that extended through the 
entire kingdom, passing through the boundaries 
of  the old tribal lands, and the economic and 
military exponents of  central power had to be 
interposed into the lands controlled by the clans.

*Except for the subsection 
„Prince Árpád, father of  all the Hungarians”, 

the text of  this section is excerpted  from the chapter 
„The Hungarian Conquest” of  Bálint Hóman–Gyula Szekfű’s 

book “Magyar történet” (Hungarian History, vol. 1, 1935., 
Budapest, Királyi Magyar Egyetemi Nyomda  (Royal Hungarian 

University Press)).  

The military and political background  
to the battle

When deciding on the primary aspects of  
warfare – organisation, defensive capabilities, 
standing forces and combat readiness – it is 
vital to assess current threats and prepare to 
address them.

After the Hungarians had taken possession 
– or at least military control – of  the entire 
Lesser Hungarian Plain east of  the Fischa, 
Leitha and Morava rivers in 907, they set the 

background to the Battle of  Pressburg and 
attained the conditions they needed to fight 
it. The first stage in realising these conditions 
was the taking of  Pannonia by the chieftain 
Kurszán – leader of  the Hungarians together 
with Árpád – in 900, which pushed the eastern 
boundary of  the western marches out into the 
Austrian Marches.

The conditions subsequently came fully 
into place between 902 and 906, when the 
Hungarians consolidated their positions 
on the flanks. To the west, on the northern 

The Battle at Pressburg in 907*
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flank, the forces of  the Tribal Alliance finally 
overcame the Frank-aligned Moravians in 906, 
detaching Moravia from the Empire. There 
were in fact two major events in the region. 
One was the extinction of  the Principality of  
Moravia, and the other the final defeat of  the 
Bavarians in Moravia. It is highly likely that 
some Moravians entered into an alliance with 
the Hungarians. It was the situation itself, 
however, that created the tension. The Tribal 
Alliance (about to become the Hungarian 
Principality) had to keep its forces on constant 
alert to defend the lands it had conquered. 
The permanent threat is conveyed by an entry 
in the Annales Alamannici for 904, telling of  
how the Bavarians led the Hungarian chieftain 
Kurszán into a trap, and murdered him and 
his retinue. 

After 899–900, the conquering Hungarians 
extended their control to the west, on the 
southern flank, towards Italy. The Annales 
Alamannici record that the Hungarians attacked 
Italy again in 901. The Annals of  Fulda noted 
for the same year that the Hungarians launched 
a raid into Carinthia. In 904, they allied with 
King Berengar of  Lombardy (against Emperor 
Louis of  Provence) and parted company in 
peace in 905. By 906, the Hungarians took 

final possession of  the land between the rivers 
Dráva (Drava) and Száva (Sava), securing 
unchallenged access to the Po Plain.

In the west, after conquering Pannonia in 
900, most of  the fighting shifted to the flanks. 
In the Franko–Moravian War, the true actual 
victors were the Hungarians, allowing them to 
relocate the defensive marches to the eastern 
part of  the Austrian Marches (now Lower 
Austria) and thus support military operations 
in the Danube Valley. In the south, they gained 
control over the north Italian campaigning 
grounds, together with the Mura valley 
connecting to Carinthia. The persistent tension 
on the western front may be appreciated 
through accounts in the annals of  the 
Bavarian–Hungarian clash of  903. So all sides 
were in a state of  permanent confrontation 
between 901 and 906. The Eastern Frankish 
Empire was forced to recognise it was facing 
a new, unified power in the Carpathian Basin, 
one that had taken possession of  its most 
eastern province, Pannonia, and had defeated 
the Franks in Moravia.

In the south, the Tribal Alliance reinforced 
its positions at the southern extremes of  the 
Great Plain (the Banat and Bácska), and taken 
Syrmia. All of  the efforts by Bulgarian Tsar 

Simeon (893–927) to halt the Tribal Alliance’s 
southern advance ended in failure. He had to 
swallow loss of  the Balkan passage and its 
surrounding lands to the Hungarians.

In the east, around the turn of  the century, 
the Pechenegs moved into the Etelköz 
settlements abandoned by the Tribal Alliance 
and started to advance towards the foothills 
of  the Eastern Carpathians. Their Jazi-Kapan 
tribe found habitation in the area around 
the lower reaches of  the Danube, and the 
Kabuskin-Jula tribe around the Szeret (Siret) 
and Prut rivers, directly adjacent to the 
Carpathian Basin. Behind them, the Javdi-
Erdim tribe settled along the Dniester and the 
Bug. There was a persistent threat of  raids or 
a joint Bulgarian–Pecheneg attack from the 
south or south-east.

Through all of  these developments, the 
Tribal Alliance consolidated its position in the 
north and south and secured its flanks by 907. 
The threats came from two directions – the 
east-south-east and the west. Learning from 
the experience of  previous years (Bulgarian 
attacks, the Bulgarian–Pecheneg raid, the 
murder of  its chieftain Kurszán in 904), it 
maintained a large and high combat-value force 
even in peacetime, presenting a deterrent on 
both of  these fronts, close enough to ensure 
a rapid response in case of  enemy aggression. 

By the early 900s, then, the conditions were 
in place for the establishment of  a unified, 
centralised power in the Carpathian Basin. 
Stopping this became the main thrust of  
Eastern Frankish Empire policy, and it was to 
put that policy into action that the Bavarians 
launched a campaign against the Hungarian 
Tribal Alliance in June 907.

After King Louis the Child called the 
Bavarian nobles to arms, the forces gathered 
in the Enns-Markt St. Florian Raffelstetten 
area, behind the River Enns, in May-June 907. 
The assembled army was ordered to attack 
the Hungarian Tribal Alliance/Hungarian 
Principality. 

The forces were divided into two columns 
and started their advance along the two sides 
of  the Danube on 17 June 907. The column 
on the north of  the river was led by the 
general leading the campaign, Count Luitpold, 
and that on the south by the Archbishop 
Theotmar of  Salzburg. The advance and the 
military actions were supported by a strong 
Danube flotilla.

The southern column – taking advantage 
of  the better marching conditions – overtook 
the northern, and on 24 June reached and 
crossed the Wienerwald. Then, following the 
bank of  the Danube, it continued at speed 
towards the eastern area of  the Viennese 
Basin.

At the same time, Hungarian scouts 
observing the western entrances to the 
marches (gyepű zone) got wind of  an imminent 
attack by Bavarian forces marching through 
the Greifenstein area, and immediately set 
out to inform the border defence forces and 
the troops waiting at the encampments. By 
27 June, the reconnaissance-communication 
chain had raised the immediately-deployable 
troops on both sides of  the Danube (border 
defence forces, main Transdanubian forces, 
armed retinues of  tribal and national 
dignitaries). In accordance with prearranged 
agreements, these contingents immediately set 
off  south towards the threat.

Picture of  Carolingian (Eastern 
Frank) cavalry from the Leiden 

Maccabees Manuscript. Soldiers like 
these may have been standing in battle 
order on the battlefield of  Pressburg.
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flank, the forces of  the Tribal Alliance finally 
overcame the Frank-aligned Moravians in 906, 
detaching Moravia from the Empire. There 
were in fact two major events in the region. 
One was the extinction of  the Principality of  
Moravia, and the other the final defeat of  the 
Bavarians in Moravia. It is highly likely that 
some Moravians entered into an alliance with 
the Hungarians. It was the situation itself, 
however, that created the tension. The Tribal 
Alliance (about to become the Hungarian 
Principality) had to keep its forces on constant 
alert to defend the lands it had conquered. 
The permanent threat is conveyed by an entry 
in the Annales Alamannici for 904, telling of  
how the Bavarians led the Hungarian chieftain 
Kurszán into a trap, and murdered him and 
his retinue. 

After 899–900, the conquering Hungarians 
extended their control to the west, on the 
southern flank, towards Italy. The Annales 
Alamannici record that the Hungarians attacked 
Italy again in 901. The Annals of  Fulda noted 
for the same year that the Hungarians launched 
a raid into Carinthia. In 904, they allied with 
King Berengar of  Lombardy (against Emperor 
Louis of  Provence) and parted company in 
peace in 905. By 906, the Hungarians took 

final possession of  the land between the rivers 
Dráva (Drava) and Száva (Sava), securing 
unchallenged access to the Po Plain.

In the west, after conquering Pannonia in 
900, most of  the fighting shifted to the flanks. 
In the Franko–Moravian War, the true actual 
victors were the Hungarians, allowing them to 
relocate the defensive marches to the eastern 
part of  the Austrian Marches (now Lower 
Austria) and thus support military operations 
in the Danube Valley. In the south, they gained 
control over the north Italian campaigning 
grounds, together with the Mura valley 
connecting to Carinthia. The persistent tension 
on the western front may be appreciated 
through accounts in the annals of  the 
Bavarian–Hungarian clash of  903. So all sides 
were in a state of  permanent confrontation 
between 901 and 906. The Eastern Frankish 
Empire was forced to recognise it was facing 
a new, unified power in the Carpathian Basin, 
one that had taken possession of  its most 
eastern province, Pannonia, and had defeated 
the Franks in Moravia.

In the south, the Tribal Alliance reinforced 
its positions at the southern extremes of  the 
Great Plain (the Banat and Bácska), and taken 
Syrmia. All of  the efforts by Bulgarian Tsar 

Simeon (893–927) to halt the Tribal Alliance’s 
southern advance ended in failure. He had to 
swallow loss of  the Balkan passage and its 
surrounding lands to the Hungarians.

In the east, around the turn of  the century, 
the Pechenegs moved into the Etelköz 
settlements abandoned by the Tribal Alliance 
and started to advance towards the foothills 
of  the Eastern Carpathians. Their Jazi-Kapan 
tribe found habitation in the area around 
the lower reaches of  the Danube, and the 
Kabuskin-Jula tribe around the Szeret (Siret) 
and Prut rivers, directly adjacent to the 
Carpathian Basin. Behind them, the Javdi-
Erdim tribe settled along the Dniester and the 
Bug. There was a persistent threat of  raids or 
a joint Bulgarian–Pecheneg attack from the 
south or south-east.

Through all of  these developments, the 
Tribal Alliance consolidated its position in the 
north and south and secured its flanks by 907. 
The threats came from two directions – the 
east-south-east and the west. Learning from 
the experience of  previous years (Bulgarian 
attacks, the Bulgarian–Pecheneg raid, the 
murder of  its chieftain Kurszán in 904), it 
maintained a large and high combat-value force 
even in peacetime, presenting a deterrent on 
both of  these fronts, close enough to ensure 
a rapid response in case of  enemy aggression. 

By the early 900s, then, the conditions were 
in place for the establishment of  a unified, 
centralised power in the Carpathian Basin. 
Stopping this became the main thrust of  
Eastern Frankish Empire policy, and it was to 
put that policy into action that the Bavarians 
launched a campaign against the Hungarian 
Tribal Alliance in June 907.

After King Louis the Child called the 
Bavarian nobles to arms, the forces gathered 
in the Enns-Markt St. Florian Raffelstetten 
area, behind the River Enns, in May-June 907. 
The assembled army was ordered to attack 
the Hungarian Tribal Alliance/Hungarian 
Principality. 

The forces were divided into two columns 
and started their advance along the two sides 
of  the Danube on 17 June 907. The column 
on the north of  the river was led by the 
general leading the campaign, Count Luitpold, 
and that on the south by the Archbishop 
Theotmar of  Salzburg. The advance and the 
military actions were supported by a strong 
Danube flotilla.

The southern column – taking advantage 
of  the better marching conditions – overtook 
the northern, and on 24 June reached and 
crossed the Wienerwald. Then, following the 
bank of  the Danube, it continued at speed 
towards the eastern area of  the Viennese 
Basin.

At the same time, Hungarian scouts 
observing the western entrances to the 
marches (gyepű zone) got wind of  an imminent 
attack by Bavarian forces marching through 
the Greifenstein area, and immediately set 
out to inform the border defence forces and 
the troops waiting at the encampments. By 
27 June, the reconnaissance-communication 
chain had raised the immediately-deployable 
troops on both sides of  the Danube (border 
defence forces, main Transdanubian forces, 
armed retinues of  tribal and national 
dignitaries). In accordance with prearranged 
agreements, these contingents immediately set 
off  south towards the threat.

Picture of  Carolingian (Eastern 
Frank) cavalry from the Leiden 

Maccabees Manuscript. Soldiers like 
these may have been standing in battle 
order on the battlefield of  Pressburg.

Sándor Blaskó:  
Great hunter before the Lord
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Meanwhile, the Bavarian column led by 
Theotmar had reached the River Fischa, and 
on 26 June it clashed with the newly-arrived 
border defence forces. This was the area where 
the Hungarians mounted their defence in 
strength. The first echelons of  the main forces 
went into action on 28 June. The Bavarians 
were forced to deploy the second echelon of  
their schedule (the second column). Facing 
attackers in superior numbers, the Hungarians 
employed the tactic of  repeated surprise 
attacks and withdrawals (holding manoeuvres) 
and succeeded in slowing down the Bavarian 
advance, giving time for the rest of  the main 
forces to arrive from the interior.

On 27 June, the northern Bavarian column 
reached the western entrance to the marches 
in the Stockerau region, and accelerated their 
march through Morvamező, so that they could 
overtake the Hungarian forces and reach the 
border river, the Morava, in time to effect a 
crossing.

The Bavarians on the south side of  the 
river made further ground, and by 29 June 
reached the Hainburg area, where they took 
control of  a section of  the riverbank suitable 
for crossing. That was when action stepped 
up in scale. Further echelons of  the main 
Hungarian forces arrived from more distant 
settlements on the first days of  July, and took 
up ambush position at various points.

In the meantime, things were turning sour 
for the Hungarians on the north side of  the 
Danube. Despite the timely reconnaissance, 
it had not been possible to raise enough 

troops to engage Luitpold’s column, most 
forces having been deployed on, or marching 
towards, the south of  the Danube. So when 
the border defence troops, together with 
some mounted forces who had remained in 
depth, engaged the Bavarian units on 1 July 
along the border river, they were heavily 
outnumbered. Luitpold’s army crossed the 
Morava and approached to within about 15 
km of  Pressburg, its Dévényi Gate entrance. 
The magnitude of  the threat must now have 
been clear to the decision-maker(s) left on the 
north of  the Danube, and they would have 
immediately informed the leader of  the forces 
fighting on the other side.

The operational lag had to be made up 
without delay. There was no option but to 
force a victory over Theotmar’s forces and 
hurry to the assistance of  the battlers on 
the other side. The Hungarian detachments 
engaging with the Bavarians, who had already 
been fighting continuously for seven days, 
drew the attackers on, luring them into an 
area where they could be encircled by the 
troops lying in ambush. The decisive clash 
between the two sides took place on 4 July. 
The Hungarians fell on the Bavarians from all 
sides, causing enormous losses, and destroyed 
their battle lines. 

Those units which had retained their 
combat capabilities crossed the Danube that 
night, and in the area to the south-south east 
of  Pressburg, at dawn, using the tactic of  
surprise, destroyed the army of  Luitpold as it 
lay in camp.

There is another aspect of  the battle to 
be considered – how the Bavarian flotilla 
was deployed. The analysis of  the marching 
conditions along the route suggested that the 
southern column, following the Roman limes, 
would hardly have had need for the flotilla’s 
logistical backup until Tulln. It could have 
marched completely under its own support. 
The Bavarians would also, however, had to 
maintain contact between the columns, and 
the flotilla could have provided this without 
having to rely on crossing points.

It is reasonable to assume that the difficult 
relief  of  the northern route would have 
prevented surface carriage of  Luitpold’s 
supplies, and his forces may have been 
supported from the flotilla. The role of  the 
boats in transporting infantry has been pointed 
out in the discussion of  the manoeuvres: the 
infantry they carried would primarily have 
been there to support Luitpold’s tactical 
objectives (seizing and holding ground). 
Water-borne infantry transportation would 
also have contributed to maintaining the 
composition of  the columns.

The military terrain analysis shows that the 
north–north-east area of  Hainburg (Dévény 
west–south-west) offered the first good place 
for mooring the flotilla after Vienna. The 
calculations for deployment of  the northern 
column show that this point demanded a 
concentration of  forces and disembarkation 
of  infantry, because it was where engagement 
with the enemy would be expected. Therefore, 
the flotilla also had a key part in securing the 

river crossing. On reaching the Pressburg area, 
Luitpold had to cross the River Morava. He 
would have known that this river marked the 
border between the two territories, and as an 
experienced soldier, he would have reckoned 
with its providing the Hungarians with their 
first zone of  resistance. This is where the 
flotilla could demonstrate its combat role, 
because by sailing down the Danube, it could 
take the infantry past the confluence of  the 
River Morava, secure a bridgehead on the left 
bank of  the Morava, and cover the crossing 
of  the land troops. This model supports the 
version which places the Hungarians’ first 
zone of  resistance along the River Morava, 
and the fighting up to Pressburg only 
subsequent to this. 

The documented events between 28 June 
and 5 July 907 suggest a protracted military 
operation, of  which the reliable contemporary 
sources date the decisive days as 4 and 5 July. 
The documents also tell us there was a major 
clash on 28 June, the date entered in the 
Weissenburg Annals for the death of  Bishop 
Udo. The Freising Book of  the Dead records a 
secular dignitary, Margrave Luitpold, as having 
died on 5 July. Although the dates in the books 
of  the dead do not necessarily correspond 
the battle dates, since death may not have 
occurred on the day of  battle, it can be fairly 
safely inferred that major clashes, with high-
ranking casualties, started on 28 June, and that 
the battle came to an end in decisive actions 
on 4 and 5 July. It may also be inferred from 
the names given in the sources that operations 

In the hail of  arrows, the enemy’s order 
of  battle was powerless against the 

destruction coming from the distance. 
Rain was the only enemy of  bows. 
After a drawing by Gyula László

„Retreating” Hungarian horsemen 
shooting arrows backward to kill the 
armored knights pursuing them.  
After a drawing by Gyula László
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Meanwhile, the Bavarian column led by 
Theotmar had reached the River Fischa, and 
on 26 June it clashed with the newly-arrived 
border defence forces. This was the area where 
the Hungarians mounted their defence in 
strength. The first echelons of  the main forces 
went into action on 28 June. The Bavarians 
were forced to deploy the second echelon of  
their schedule (the second column). Facing 
attackers in superior numbers, the Hungarians 
employed the tactic of  repeated surprise 
attacks and withdrawals (holding manoeuvres) 
and succeeded in slowing down the Bavarian 
advance, giving time for the rest of  the main 
forces to arrive from the interior.

On 27 June, the northern Bavarian column 
reached the western entrance to the marches 
in the Stockerau region, and accelerated their 
march through Morvamező, so that they could 
overtake the Hungarian forces and reach the 
border river, the Morava, in time to effect a 
crossing.

The Bavarians on the south side of  the 
river made further ground, and by 29 June 
reached the Hainburg area, where they took 
control of  a section of  the riverbank suitable 
for crossing. That was when action stepped 
up in scale. Further echelons of  the main 
Hungarian forces arrived from more distant 
settlements on the first days of  July, and took 
up ambush position at various points.

In the meantime, things were turning sour 
for the Hungarians on the north side of  the 
Danube. Despite the timely reconnaissance, 
it had not been possible to raise enough 

troops to engage Luitpold’s column, most 
forces having been deployed on, or marching 
towards, the south of  the Danube. So when 
the border defence troops, together with 
some mounted forces who had remained in 
depth, engaged the Bavarian units on 1 July 
along the border river, they were heavily 
outnumbered. Luitpold’s army crossed the 
Morava and approached to within about 15 
km of  Pressburg, its Dévényi Gate entrance. 
The magnitude of  the threat must now have 
been clear to the decision-maker(s) left on the 
north of  the Danube, and they would have 
immediately informed the leader of  the forces 
fighting on the other side.

The operational lag had to be made up 
without delay. There was no option but to 
force a victory over Theotmar’s forces and 
hurry to the assistance of  the battlers on 
the other side. The Hungarian detachments 
engaging with the Bavarians, who had already 
been fighting continuously for seven days, 
drew the attackers on, luring them into an 
area where they could be encircled by the 
troops lying in ambush. The decisive clash 
between the two sides took place on 4 July. 
The Hungarians fell on the Bavarians from all 
sides, causing enormous losses, and destroyed 
their battle lines. 

Those units which had retained their 
combat capabilities crossed the Danube that 
night, and in the area to the south-south east 
of  Pressburg, at dawn, using the tactic of  
surprise, destroyed the army of  Luitpold as it 
lay in camp.

There is another aspect of  the battle to 
be considered – how the Bavarian flotilla 
was deployed. The analysis of  the marching 
conditions along the route suggested that the 
southern column, following the Roman limes, 
would hardly have had need for the flotilla’s 
logistical backup until Tulln. It could have 
marched completely under its own support. 
The Bavarians would also, however, had to 
maintain contact between the columns, and 
the flotilla could have provided this without 
having to rely on crossing points.

It is reasonable to assume that the difficult 
relief  of  the northern route would have 
prevented surface carriage of  Luitpold’s 
supplies, and his forces may have been 
supported from the flotilla. The role of  the 
boats in transporting infantry has been pointed 
out in the discussion of  the manoeuvres: the 
infantry they carried would primarily have 
been there to support Luitpold’s tactical 
objectives (seizing and holding ground). 
Water-borne infantry transportation would 
also have contributed to maintaining the 
composition of  the columns.

The military terrain analysis shows that the 
north–north-east area of  Hainburg (Dévény 
west–south-west) offered the first good place 
for mooring the flotilla after Vienna. The 
calculations for deployment of  the northern 
column show that this point demanded a 
concentration of  forces and disembarkation 
of  infantry, because it was where engagement 
with the enemy would be expected. Therefore, 
the flotilla also had a key part in securing the 

river crossing. On reaching the Pressburg area, 
Luitpold had to cross the River Morava. He 
would have known that this river marked the 
border between the two territories, and as an 
experienced soldier, he would have reckoned 
with its providing the Hungarians with their 
first zone of  resistance. This is where the 
flotilla could demonstrate its combat role, 
because by sailing down the Danube, it could 
take the infantry past the confluence of  the 
River Morava, secure a bridgehead on the left 
bank of  the Morava, and cover the crossing 
of  the land troops. This model supports the 
version which places the Hungarians’ first 
zone of  resistance along the River Morava, 
and the fighting up to Pressburg only 
subsequent to this. 

The documented events between 28 June 
and 5 July 907 suggest a protracted military 
operation, of  which the reliable contemporary 
sources date the decisive days as 4 and 5 July. 
The documents also tell us there was a major 
clash on 28 June, the date entered in the 
Weissenburg Annals for the death of  Bishop 
Udo. The Freising Book of  the Dead records a 
secular dignitary, Margrave Luitpold, as having 
died on 5 July. Although the dates in the books 
of  the dead do not necessarily correspond 
the battle dates, since death may not have 
occurred on the day of  battle, it can be fairly 
safely inferred that major clashes, with high-
ranking casualties, started on 28 June, and that 
the battle came to an end in decisive actions 
on 4 and 5 July. It may also be inferred from 
the names given in the sources that operations 
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were directed by two commanders, Theotmar 
and Luitpold. This does not directly imply, 
however, that one column fought on the 
south and the other on the north side of  the 
Danube.

The sources, and the high offices held by the 
participants, suggest that the column involved 
in the first clash was that led by Theotmar, 
which had advanced along the Roman limes 
road along the south of  the Danube. The 
battle probably took place near the riverside, 
opposite Pressburg.

The fact that the battle took place on 
consecutive days supports the conclusion 
that the two clashes occurred at a short 
distance from each other. This is consistent 
with the attacker’s need to concentrate his 
forces in space and time. We can also infer 
how the defensive forces deployed in the 

area by the Tribal Alliance would have been 
grouped, or regrouped, as they faced up to the 
concentrations of  the attacker. Consequently, 
neither the Bavarian columns nor the principal 
Hungarian forces could have been spaced out 
by more than a day’s march.

The Pressburg area and the Dévény 
corridor were of  substantial strategic 
significance, and had to be captured. This 
would have been very risky following a direct 
crossing of  the Danube, so that there would 
be good operational grounds for a northern 
column whose primary task was the capture 
of  the strategically important complex in the 
Pressburg area. The Bavarian forces on the 
south side of  the Danube were executing an 
operation to secure the flanks, taking key river 
crossing points and riverbank sections usable 
for mooring. 

The Battle of  Pressburg  
and the Hungarian military 

  Analysis of  the Battle of  Pressburg tells us 
much about Hungarian military affairs of  the 
time. Prime among these is movement of  
the Hungarian war machine: reconnaissance 
on the gyepűelve, alarm and communication, 
holding manoeuvres by the border defence 
forces, and the final battle of  the main armies, 
still in the gyepű zone.

The course of  the battle shows us how 
the border defences worked. The model has 
confirmed previous views of  the double 
function of  the gyepű, i.e. that the Hungarians 
regarded the zone of  the gyepűelve to the west of  
the border rivers as their defensive zone. The 
forces stationed in the zone were entrusted 
with keeping the area under surveillance, 
reconnoitring foreign movements and calling 
out the border defence forces when needed. 
The depth of  the security zone between the 
Wienerwald and the River Fischa permitted 
the Hungarians to maintain real-time 
reconnaissance, and take timely action against 
any hostile intrusion. East of  there started the 
defensive zone of  the gyepű, the border guard 
zone, in which the Hungarian light cavalry, 
repeatedly employing the tactic of  deliberate 
retreat, slowed down the pace of  advance 
of  hostile forces, their constant harassment 
causing losses among the enemy, tiring it out, 
wearing down its reserves of  morale, breaking 
down its discipline, and then making the 
decisive blow at a place of  the Hungarians’ 
choosing. The function of  the border defence 
zone was therefore to destroy the enemy. 
The two zones were separated by the border 
rivers. The border rivers were the first line of  
resistance. The River Fischa marked the border 
– and separated the two gyepű zones – on the 
south of  the Danube and the Morava on the 
north. The gyepű emerges from the study of  the 
battle as having served the integrated functions 
of  reconnaissance, alarm and border defence. 
In all probability, reconnaissance was part of  
border defence, and neither the concepts nor 
the actual activities in their modern sense were 
distinguished at that time.

The Hungarian forces did not gather to 
concentrate a single mass before going into 
battle. They prepared for deployment in 

reserve camps distributed so as to be close 
to their allotted positions, at one or two days’ 
distance from the planned site of  the decisive 
encounter. The main forces were placed so 
that they could bring the enemy into the final 
confrontation before it penetrated the gyepű 
zone and entered the settled areas. The model 
of  the battle also supports the view that the 
Hungarians attacked the enemy’s marching 
column and camp, a tactic familiar from the 
sources.

The model also indirectly suggests the 
presence of  another important military 
feature. This concerns the Hungarian system 
of  mobilising the army. The dates when the 
contingents arrived in their forward camps are 
such that they could not have been mobilised 
in response to intelligence, even assuming early 
reconnaissance around Enns. This implies that 
the force deployed in the Battle of  Pressburg 
was immediately available, i.e. mobilisable 
even in peacetime! The modelled course of  
the battle also proves that victory was won by 
disciplined, battle-experienced troops of  high 
combat value. The events tell of  an extremely 
well-organised military leadership structure 
with solid central command.

To meet the threat from two sides – 
Pechenegs and/or Bulgars from the east, 
and Eastern Franks from the west – military 
power had to be regionally separated, and the 
natural division of  the Carpathian Basin made 
this practically possible. The chieftain’s guard, 
a force which remained combat-ready even 
in peacetime, was therefore divided between 
these centres to keep the instruments of  war 
in order and ensure they always served the 
interests of  the united Tribal Alliance. The 
study of  armed conflicts in the years preceding 
the Battle of  Pressburg has clearly shown that 
the Tribal Alliance and its tribes must have had 
a significant “peace complement”, a standing 
army that could be immediately deployed. The 
demands of  armed defence for the conquered 
lands made it essential to keep an immediately-
deployable standing force in Pannonia.

The rapid deployability of  the Hungarian 
troops is another indication that the Tribal 
Alliance operated two power centres in the 
Carpathian Basin at this time: one in the Upper 
Tisza area, the other in Transdanubia. The 
resolute and rapid response to the Bavarian 
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were directed by two commanders, Theotmar 
and Luitpold. This does not directly imply, 
however, that one column fought on the 
south and the other on the north side of  the 
Danube.

The sources, and the high offices held by the 
participants, suggest that the column involved 
in the first clash was that led by Theotmar, 
which had advanced along the Roman limes 
road along the south of  the Danube. The 
battle probably took place near the riverside, 
opposite Pressburg.

The fact that the battle took place on 
consecutive days supports the conclusion 
that the two clashes occurred at a short 
distance from each other. This is consistent 
with the attacker’s need to concentrate his 
forces in space and time. We can also infer 
how the defensive forces deployed in the 

area by the Tribal Alliance would have been 
grouped, or regrouped, as they faced up to the 
concentrations of  the attacker. Consequently, 
neither the Bavarian columns nor the principal 
Hungarian forces could have been spaced out 
by more than a day’s march.

The Pressburg area and the Dévény 
corridor were of  substantial strategic 
significance, and had to be captured. This 
would have been very risky following a direct 
crossing of  the Danube, so that there would 
be good operational grounds for a northern 
column whose primary task was the capture 
of  the strategically important complex in the 
Pressburg area. The Bavarian forces on the 
south side of  the Danube were executing an 
operation to secure the flanks, taking key river 
crossing points and riverbank sections usable 
for mooring. 

The Battle of  Pressburg  
and the Hungarian military 

  Analysis of  the Battle of  Pressburg tells us 
much about Hungarian military affairs of  the 
time. Prime among these is movement of  
the Hungarian war machine: reconnaissance 
on the gyepűelve, alarm and communication, 
holding manoeuvres by the border defence 
forces, and the final battle of  the main armies, 
still in the gyepű zone.

The course of  the battle shows us how 
the border defences worked. The model has 
confirmed previous views of  the double 
function of  the gyepű, i.e. that the Hungarians 
regarded the zone of  the gyepűelve to the west of  
the border rivers as their defensive zone. The 
forces stationed in the zone were entrusted 
with keeping the area under surveillance, 
reconnoitring foreign movements and calling 
out the border defence forces when needed. 
The depth of  the security zone between the 
Wienerwald and the River Fischa permitted 
the Hungarians to maintain real-time 
reconnaissance, and take timely action against 
any hostile intrusion. East of  there started the 
defensive zone of  the gyepű, the border guard 
zone, in which the Hungarian light cavalry, 
repeatedly employing the tactic of  deliberate 
retreat, slowed down the pace of  advance 
of  hostile forces, their constant harassment 
causing losses among the enemy, tiring it out, 
wearing down its reserves of  morale, breaking 
down its discipline, and then making the 
decisive blow at a place of  the Hungarians’ 
choosing. The function of  the border defence 
zone was therefore to destroy the enemy. 
The two zones were separated by the border 
rivers. The border rivers were the first line of  
resistance. The River Fischa marked the border 
– and separated the two gyepű zones – on the 
south of  the Danube and the Morava on the 
north. The gyepű emerges from the study of  the 
battle as having served the integrated functions 
of  reconnaissance, alarm and border defence. 
In all probability, reconnaissance was part of  
border defence, and neither the concepts nor 
the actual activities in their modern sense were 
distinguished at that time.

The Hungarian forces did not gather to 
concentrate a single mass before going into 
battle. They prepared for deployment in 

reserve camps distributed so as to be close 
to their allotted positions, at one or two days’ 
distance from the planned site of  the decisive 
encounter. The main forces were placed so 
that they could bring the enemy into the final 
confrontation before it penetrated the gyepű 
zone and entered the settled areas. The model 
of  the battle also supports the view that the 
Hungarians attacked the enemy’s marching 
column and camp, a tactic familiar from the 
sources.

The model also indirectly suggests the 
presence of  another important military 
feature. This concerns the Hungarian system 
of  mobilising the army. The dates when the 
contingents arrived in their forward camps are 
such that they could not have been mobilised 
in response to intelligence, even assuming early 
reconnaissance around Enns. This implies that 
the force deployed in the Battle of  Pressburg 
was immediately available, i.e. mobilisable 
even in peacetime! The modelled course of  
the battle also proves that victory was won by 
disciplined, battle-experienced troops of  high 
combat value. The events tell of  an extremely 
well-organised military leadership structure 
with solid central command.

To meet the threat from two sides – 
Pechenegs and/or Bulgars from the east, 
and Eastern Franks from the west – military 
power had to be regionally separated, and the 
natural division of  the Carpathian Basin made 
this practically possible. The chieftain’s guard, 
a force which remained combat-ready even 
in peacetime, was therefore divided between 
these centres to keep the instruments of  war 
in order and ensure they always served the 
interests of  the united Tribal Alliance. The 
study of  armed conflicts in the years preceding 
the Battle of  Pressburg has clearly shown that 
the Tribal Alliance and its tribes must have had 
a significant “peace complement”, a standing 
army that could be immediately deployed. The 
demands of  armed defence for the conquered 
lands made it essential to keep an immediately-
deployable standing force in Pannonia.

The rapid deployability of  the Hungarian 
troops is another indication that the Tribal 
Alliance operated two power centres in the 
Carpathian Basin at this time: one in the Upper 
Tisza area, the other in Transdanubia. The 
resolute and rapid response to the Bavarian 
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attack highlights the fact that there was a 
local (Transdanubian) western power centre, 
and this bore responsibility or had delegated 
decision-making powers over Pannonia. 
The course and outcome of  the Battle of  
Pressburg proves that behind the victory lay a 
highly centralised control organisation.

The standing armed force whose duty was 
to defend Transdanubia had a centralised 
command structure. Its components included 
the border defence stationed in the gyepű zone, 
the troop contingent under Kurszán’s direct 
command and forming his standing retinue, 
some of  which may have been a detachment 
from the chieftain’s guard. Moreover, troops 
stationed there from the tribes and the allied 
peoples also came under his command – as 
the chieftain’s representative – in case of  
enemy attack.

Bavarian humanist historian Johannes 
Aventinus (1477–1534) is the only one of  
the sources which describes the main events 
in any detail. Aventinus was writing long 
afterwards, and as with many other of  the 
events he covered, the sources he drew upon 

cannot be identified. His credibility should 
thus be checked in each instance. From the 
model, there clearly emerges a picture of  
manoeuvres involving combat on the gyepűelve 
before the decisive clashes, and Aventinus 
bears this out, indeed describes it in detail. To 
check the credibility of  his details, we will do a 
brief  comparative analysis of  the text and the 
military manoeuvres.

“But the Hungarians did not remain 
inactive and careless, displaying great 
preparation in everything that could be to 
their advantage, placing weapons, soldiers 
and horses in readiness well in advance, and 
since they were fighting for their lives rather 
than for glory, put up robust resistance. In the 
meantime, they sent some of  their soldiers to 
lure the Bavarian forces into combat. Both 
royal generals attacked the bishops’ columns 
with the largest numbers of  cavalry they 
could muster. As if  trying to break through 
the line with their spirited horses alone, they 
attacked with great strength, releasing a huge 
cloud of  arrows. They covered the Bavarians 
with arrows shot from their horn-bows, and 

then withdrew. They 
were faster than our 
heavily armoured 
army, and when we 
thought they were 
far away, they were 
still shooting; as fast 

as they came, they 
disappeared. When you 

think you have won, you 
find you are in the greatest 

danger. The Hungarians 
attacked their enemies with 

arrows from a distance, and had 
not yet learned open combat, the 
infantry battle, lines facing up to 

each other, close-quarters combat 
with swords; siege and blockade of  
towns, urban siege. They preferred 

to fight by ruse, alternately 
withdrawing and harassing their 
enemies, and all with so much 

inborn skill and so great speed 
and military experience that it 
was difficult to decide when they 

were more dangerous for us: when 
they were present, or when they had moved 
off, or whether they were fleeing or attacking, 
feigning surrender or fighting. As suddenly as 
they appeared with a sweeping charge, they 
would disappear, first feigning retreat, then 
turn their horses and attack, and whatever 
they did, shooting arrows, throwing lances, 
galloping from right, left, front or back, they 
tired our own men, and then fell on us from 
every side, assaulted the fatigued Bavarians, 
got the better of  them, cast them down, and 
killed them.”

The war of  907:  
a textbook example of  early  

Hungarian warfare

The first component of  the manoeuvre was 
the long retreat. It was similar to the tactic 
employed by the Hungarians before the Battle 
of  Brenta in 899, when they withdrew from 
the Piave to the Brenta. The Mongols also 
used it in 1221 at the River Kalka against 
the united Russian–Cuman army and in 
1241 before the Battle of  Muhi, when they 
withdrew from Pest to the River Sajó. During 

the several-day retreat, small, highly-mobile 
formations constantly harried and attacked 
the marching column, constantly forcing the 
enemy to maintain his combat readiness. The 
flying mounted formations also obstructed the 
enemy’ reconnaissance, making it difficult for 
the leaders, starved of  information, to make 
decisions. The soldiers were gradually worn 
down, their fighting spirit drained, and they 
became less attentive. Their stocks dwindled 
during the march and could only partially be 
replenished locally, the battle zone having 
been burned before them, and the wells 
poisoned. Similar purposes were served by the 
broad uninhabited strip in front of  the gyepű, 
and a system of  natural and artificial barriers 
on which the campaigns of  Conrad II in 1030, 
Henry III in 1042, 1043 and 1051, and Henry 
IV and Solomon in 1074 came to grief. The 
attacker gradually lost the initiative during the 
long retreat, having no information on the 
forces he was facing, and could not plan the 
decisive strike.

The retreat involved a sacrifice on the part 
of  the defenders, who were obliged to let the 
attacker into their own lands and to destroy 
part of  these lands. The attacking army had 
to be allowed to penetrate deeper and deeper, 
depending on its size, until the moment came 
to attack or the aggressors gave up their 
intentions and turned back. 

Leo the Wise also wrote of  this technique 
of  the Hungarians’ custom: “if  some enemy 
they are pursuing flees to a fortified place, they 
can accurately divine what both their horses 
and men are lacking, and do everything they 
can to tighten these and put their enemies at 
their mercy or present them with an agreement 
to their liking by first setting mild conditions, 
and if  the enemy accepts, coming out with 
further and harder terms.” 

The light cavalry were unsuited to frontal 
attack at consolidated positions. As is clear 
from this quotation, they relied on the 
techniques of  psychological warfare. This is 
what must have happened at Pressburg. The 
Hungarian horsemen completely surrounded 
the Bavarians’ strongly-defended camp and 
isolated them from the outside world. They 
harried them constantly, day and night. On 
expedition, the Hungarians used a similar 
technique in the siege of  fortified places: 
in 1051, Andrew I’s knights induced the 
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attack highlights the fact that there was a 
local (Transdanubian) western power centre, 
and this bore responsibility or had delegated 
decision-making powers over Pannonia. 
The course and outcome of  the Battle of  
Pressburg proves that behind the victory lay a 
highly centralised control organisation.

The standing armed force whose duty was 
to defend Transdanubia had a centralised 
command structure. Its components included 
the border defence stationed in the gyepű zone, 
the troop contingent under Kurszán’s direct 
command and forming his standing retinue, 
some of  which may have been a detachment 
from the chieftain’s guard. Moreover, troops 
stationed there from the tribes and the allied 
peoples also came under his command – as 
the chieftain’s representative – in case of  
enemy attack.

Bavarian humanist historian Johannes 
Aventinus (1477–1534) is the only one of  
the sources which describes the main events 
in any detail. Aventinus was writing long 
afterwards, and as with many other of  the 
events he covered, the sources he drew upon 

cannot be identified. His credibility should 
thus be checked in each instance. From the 
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before the decisive clashes, and Aventinus 
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check the credibility of  his details, we will do a 
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and horses in readiness well in advance, and 
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could muster. As if  trying to break through 
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cloud of  arrows. They covered the Bavarians 
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then withdrew. They 
were faster than our 
heavily armoured 
army, and when we 
thought they were 
far away, they were 
still shooting; as fast 

as they came, they 
disappeared. When you 

think you have won, you 
find you are in the greatest 

danger. The Hungarians 
attacked their enemies with 

arrows from a distance, and had 
not yet learned open combat, the 
infantry battle, lines facing up to 

each other, close-quarters combat 
with swords; siege and blockade of  
towns, urban siege. They preferred 

to fight by ruse, alternately 
withdrawing and harassing their 
enemies, and all with so much 

inborn skill and so great speed 
and military experience that it 
was difficult to decide when they 

were more dangerous for us: when 
they were present, or when they had moved 
off, or whether they were fleeing or attacking, 
feigning surrender or fighting. As suddenly as 
they appeared with a sweeping charge, they 
would disappear, first feigning retreat, then 
turn their horses and attack, and whatever 
they did, shooting arrows, throwing lances, 
galloping from right, left, front or back, they 
tired our own men, and then fell on us from 
every side, assaulted the fatigued Bavarians, 
got the better of  them, cast them down, and 
killed them.”

The war of  907:  
a textbook example of  early  

Hungarian warfare

The first component of  the manoeuvre was 
the long retreat. It was similar to the tactic 
employed by the Hungarians before the Battle 
of  Brenta in 899, when they withdrew from 
the Piave to the Brenta. The Mongols also 
used it in 1221 at the River Kalka against 
the united Russian–Cuman army and in 
1241 before the Battle of  Muhi, when they 
withdrew from Pest to the River Sajó. During 

the several-day retreat, small, highly-mobile 
formations constantly harried and attacked 
the marching column, constantly forcing the 
enemy to maintain his combat readiness. The 
flying mounted formations also obstructed the 
enemy’ reconnaissance, making it difficult for 
the leaders, starved of  information, to make 
decisions. The soldiers were gradually worn 
down, their fighting spirit drained, and they 
became less attentive. Their stocks dwindled 
during the march and could only partially be 
replenished locally, the battle zone having 
been burned before them, and the wells 
poisoned. Similar purposes were served by the 
broad uninhabited strip in front of  the gyepű, 
and a system of  natural and artificial barriers 
on which the campaigns of  Conrad II in 1030, 
Henry III in 1042, 1043 and 1051, and Henry 
IV and Solomon in 1074 came to grief. The 
attacker gradually lost the initiative during the 
long retreat, having no information on the 
forces he was facing, and could not plan the 
decisive strike.

The retreat involved a sacrifice on the part 
of  the defenders, who were obliged to let the 
attacker into their own lands and to destroy 
part of  these lands. The attacking army had 
to be allowed to penetrate deeper and deeper, 
depending on its size, until the moment came 
to attack or the aggressors gave up their 
intentions and turned back. 

Leo the Wise also wrote of  this technique 
of  the Hungarians’ custom: “if  some enemy 
they are pursuing flees to a fortified place, they 
can accurately divine what both their horses 
and men are lacking, and do everything they 
can to tighten these and put their enemies at 
their mercy or present them with an agreement 
to their liking by first setting mild conditions, 
and if  the enemy accepts, coming out with 
further and harder terms.” 

The light cavalry were unsuited to frontal 
attack at consolidated positions. As is clear 
from this quotation, they relied on the 
techniques of  psychological warfare. This is 
what must have happened at Pressburg. The 
Hungarian horsemen completely surrounded 
the Bavarians’ strongly-defended camp and 
isolated them from the outside world. They 
harried them constantly, day and night. On 
expedition, the Hungarians used a similar 
technique in the siege of  fortified places: 
in 1051, Andrew I’s knights induced the 
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Germans to abandon their armour. In 1241, 
Batu Khan’s warriors forced Béla IV to 
abandon a reinforced camp. We can form 
an impression of  the methods employed 
and their effects from a description in the 
Illuminated Chronicle of  the sufferings of  
Henry III’s soldiers in 1051: “the Hungarians 
and the Pechenegs mercilessly harassed them 
night after night, slaughtering them with 
poisoned arrows, lobbing looped ropes among 
their tents and carrying off  men out on some 
service. The Germans were terrified and worn 
down by the hail of  arrows descending on 
them. They dug themselves in, their shields 
above them, the living and the dead in one 
grave.”

What follows is an attempt to reconstruct 
from the sources how the Hungarians fought 
during the era of  expeditions. The battle 
order followed what seemed to be a simple 
schema. The larger part of  the army took 
up a closed-front order of  battle, segmented 
in depth, on open terrain giving good scope 
for shooting. The closed front enhanced the 
effectiveness of  the shower of  arrows shot 
from the whole formation, and segmentation 
in depth permitted control, because a charge 
by heavy cavalry was often averted by opening 
the closed front. This made up the bulk of  
the army. The smaller part, about a third of  

the whole, remained apart from 
the main corps and attempted 
to disrupt the enemy’s battle 
order. They acted as the “lure”, 

riding in close and 

firing in arrows, a provocation for the enemy 
to break their closed order and charge.

Considering that a Hungarian quiver held 
15-17 arrows, the lure probably executed its 
action in two stages, in order to keep up a 
stream of  arrows and replace what had been 
shot. The horsemen had to keep a reserve of  
at least 5-7 arrows in their quivers, because 
the action was successful only if  the enemy 
lost its patience and charged at the lure, which 
would feign retreat, shooting from behind, 
and lead its pursuers towards the waiting main 
army. The battle order of  the Western army 
usually broke up as soon they set off  in charge 
and pursuit. The general was thereafter only 
able to intervene in events if  he had reserves. 
Henry I was well aware of  this Hungarian 
tactic (which shows what a brilliant soldier he 
was) and at the Battle of  Riade (Merseburg), 
he issued effective counter-orders. Before 
the battle, he ordered that “nobody will try 
to overtake his comrade, even if  his horse is 
faster.” The Saxons maintained closed order 
as they charged, holding off  the arrows with 
their shields.

In most cases, however, generals were 
unable to direct the charge, and the army 
became scattered and disordered as it launched 
itself  towards the main army. When they were 
about 150-200 m from the battle front, the 
main Hungarian army started up a shower of  
arrows, opened up the front to let in the lure, 
and engaged the confused, leaderless pursuers 
in close-quarters combat. The configuration 
of  the main army was of  course influenced 
by the terrain. It did not always receive the 
enemy face on, sometimes shooting the volley 
of  arrows from the side, after which the lure 
turned back. The hail of  arrows was one of  
the key elements of  the tactics. 

At Riade, Henry warned his men of  this: 
“take the first volley on your shields, and then 
charge at them at the gallop and with the 
greatest momentum, so that they cannot shoot 
more arrows before they feel the wounds 
inflicted by your weapons.” The defeat of  933 
clearly followed from the ineffectiveness of  
the hail of  arrows, which upset the timing. A 
volley of  arrows usually held the attackers up 
about 100-150 metres from the battle front, 
giving the main Hungarian army enough time 
to open up and let in the lure. It was this time, 

while the enemy hesitated, that was absent 
at Riade: after the volley, the Saxons spurred 
their horses into the charge, and caught the 
lure as it was held up before the battle front.

This apparently simple schema demanded 
an extremely experienced general and 
disciplined troops. It was difficult for the 
enemy to appraise. Even Henry derived his 
success from the orders he gave in advance, 
and not his generalship during the battle.

Although the Western armies also had some 
light cavalry, they usually came off  the worse 
against Hungarian marauders/skirmishers, 
so that the Hungarians controlled almost the 
entire battlefield during the battle. Standing 
in closed battle order, the Western troops saw 
flying groups of  mounted archers coming 
from all sides, and suffered a constant hail of  

arrows. This, as well as injuries, caused a feeling 
of  hopelessness and incarceration/being 
surrounded, which provoked them to charge.

When the charge and pursuit started, the 
Western or Byzantine soldiers saw only the 
fleeing mounted archers before them, who 
turned in the saddle to shoot at their pursuers. 
The pursuer held a shield in one hand and a 
lance or sword in the other, a spear hanging 
from his neck, because there was no real need 
to direct the horse with the spurs, it went with 
the crowd, and tried to defend himself  from 
the arrows being shot backwards, and before 
he knew what was happening was standing in 
front of  the main army and caught in a hail 
of  arrows, with heavier than average tips. The 
wounded horses faltered, the pursuing mass 
piled into a confused congestion and only its 
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Germans to abandon their armour. In 1241, 
Batu Khan’s warriors forced Béla IV to 
abandon a reinforced camp. We can form 
an impression of  the methods employed 
and their effects from a description in the 
Illuminated Chronicle of  the sufferings of  
Henry III’s soldiers in 1051: “the Hungarians 
and the Pechenegs mercilessly harassed them 
night after night, slaughtering them with 
poisoned arrows, lobbing looped ropes among 
their tents and carrying off  men out on some 
service. The Germans were terrified and worn 
down by the hail of  arrows descending on 
them. They dug themselves in, their shields 
above them, the living and the dead in one 
grave.”

What follows is an attempt to reconstruct 
from the sources how the Hungarians fought 
during the era of  expeditions. The battle 
order followed what seemed to be a simple 
schema. The larger part of  the army took 
up a closed-front order of  battle, segmented 
in depth, on open terrain giving good scope 
for shooting. The closed front enhanced the 
effectiveness of  the shower of  arrows shot 
from the whole formation, and segmentation 
in depth permitted control, because a charge 
by heavy cavalry was often averted by opening 
the closed front. This made up the bulk of  
the army. The smaller part, about a third of  

the whole, remained apart from 
the main corps and attempted 
to disrupt the enemy’s battle 
order. They acted as the “lure”, 

riding in close and 

firing in arrows, a provocation for the enemy 
to break their closed order and charge.

Considering that a Hungarian quiver held 
15-17 arrows, the lure probably executed its 
action in two stages, in order to keep up a 
stream of  arrows and replace what had been 
shot. The horsemen had to keep a reserve of  
at least 5-7 arrows in their quivers, because 
the action was successful only if  the enemy 
lost its patience and charged at the lure, which 
would feign retreat, shooting from behind, 
and lead its pursuers towards the waiting main 
army. The battle order of  the Western army 
usually broke up as soon they set off  in charge 
and pursuit. The general was thereafter only 
able to intervene in events if  he had reserves. 
Henry I was well aware of  this Hungarian 
tactic (which shows what a brilliant soldier he 
was) and at the Battle of  Riade (Merseburg), 
he issued effective counter-orders. Before 
the battle, he ordered that “nobody will try 
to overtake his comrade, even if  his horse is 
faster.” The Saxons maintained closed order 
as they charged, holding off  the arrows with 
their shields.

In most cases, however, generals were 
unable to direct the charge, and the army 
became scattered and disordered as it launched 
itself  towards the main army. When they were 
about 150-200 m from the battle front, the 
main Hungarian army started up a shower of  
arrows, opened up the front to let in the lure, 
and engaged the confused, leaderless pursuers 
in close-quarters combat. The configuration 
of  the main army was of  course influenced 
by the terrain. It did not always receive the 
enemy face on, sometimes shooting the volley 
of  arrows from the side, after which the lure 
turned back. The hail of  arrows was one of  
the key elements of  the tactics. 

At Riade, Henry warned his men of  this: 
“take the first volley on your shields, and then 
charge at them at the gallop and with the 
greatest momentum, so that they cannot shoot 
more arrows before they feel the wounds 
inflicted by your weapons.” The defeat of  933 
clearly followed from the ineffectiveness of  
the hail of  arrows, which upset the timing. A 
volley of  arrows usually held the attackers up 
about 100-150 metres from the battle front, 
giving the main Hungarian army enough time 
to open up and let in the lure. It was this time, 

while the enemy hesitated, that was absent 
at Riade: after the volley, the Saxons spurred 
their horses into the charge, and caught the 
lure as it was held up before the battle front.

This apparently simple schema demanded 
an extremely experienced general and 
disciplined troops. It was difficult for the 
enemy to appraise. Even Henry derived his 
success from the orders he gave in advance, 
and not his generalship during the battle.

Although the Western armies also had some 
light cavalry, they usually came off  the worse 
against Hungarian marauders/skirmishers, 
so that the Hungarians controlled almost the 
entire battlefield during the battle. Standing 
in closed battle order, the Western troops saw 
flying groups of  mounted archers coming 
from all sides, and suffered a constant hail of  

arrows. This, as well as injuries, caused a feeling 
of  hopelessness and incarceration/being 
surrounded, which provoked them to charge.

When the charge and pursuit started, the 
Western or Byzantine soldiers saw only the 
fleeing mounted archers before them, who 
turned in the saddle to shoot at their pursuers. 
The pursuer held a shield in one hand and a 
lance or sword in the other, a spear hanging 
from his neck, because there was no real need 
to direct the horse with the spurs, it went with 
the crowd, and tried to defend himself  from 
the arrows being shot backwards, and before 
he knew what was happening was standing in 
front of  the main army and caught in a hail 
of  arrows, with heavier than average tips. The 
wounded horses faltered, the pursuing mass 
piled into a confused congestion and only its 
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own momentum carried it into the sack being 
prepared for it by the army. The slowing of  
the enemy charge gave the archers a space to 
renew their volley. 

Hungarian generals routinely employed 
this schema. This is proved by the Battle of  
Augsburg. At the first battle there, in 910, 
Louis the Child was defeated by a model 
application of  the schema. The lure surprised 
the German army in its camp at dawn.  
“… ‘before Aurora had left the saffron-
coloured bed of  Tithonus’ the Hungarian 
people, thirsty for a blood and lusting for 

a fight, surprised the yawning Christians, 
because the arrow awakens more than the 
shout.”. After the first clash, the Hungarians 
pushed their pursuers in front of  their main 
army (“the Turks (ie. Hungarians) turned their 
back on them as if  they were retreating”), 
which made a flanking attack on the enemy, 
which was confused by the hail of  arrows 
(“not anticipating the lure, the King’s men 
started out to pursue them with a huge drive, 
but those in the lure turned up from all sides 
and routed the victorious army”).  

Forty-five years later, Lehel and Bulcsú set 
out to defeat the army of  Otto I in the same 
way. The lure attacked the German camp at 
dawn. They did not know that Otto had already 
set the army on its way. (“Rising at dawn, after 
they made their peace with each other and 
first the commanders and then each and every 
soldier pledged under oath to provide mutual 
assistance, they marched out of  camp with 
flags raised.”) They moved in units of  300-400 
over difficult broken terrain. (“The army was 
led over uneven and difficult terrain, denying 
the enemy the chance to disturb the troops 
with their arrows.”) The camp was guarded 
by the Bohemians, together with two Saxon 
contingents. They were mainly concerned 
with striking camp. The lure fell on them 
and captured the camp after a brief  skirmish. 
They could not resist the temptation of  booty, 
and started looting. They thought the whole 
German army had fled.

When Otto heard of  the attack, he sent 
Conrad the Red back to recover the materiel. 
In the meantime Bulcsú and Lehel heard that 

the Germans had been defeated. The army 
started to break out of  battle formation. In 
the meantime, the rain started and Conrad 
returned to the camp, where he dispersed 
the unwitting soldiers of  the lure. While the 
rain was falling, the main army loosened 
their bowstrings, whereupon Otto’s forces 
appeared out of  the bushes in full battle order 
and started the charge (“fell on them while it 
was raining and soon defeated one of  their 
formations, close to the city.”) After a brief  
resistance, the main army made an orderly 
retreat. They caused severe losses among the 
pursuing Germans with several volleys of  
arrows. The reasons for the defeat must have 
lain partly in Otto’s stratagem, starting off  his 
army unusually early and marching hidden 
from the Hungarians, but there were also 
deficiencies in Hungarian reconnaissance.

We have seen, therefore, that the Hungarian 
army in battle was divided into the constantly-
moving “lure”, and the static main army, in 
closed formation, awaiting the enemy attack. 
The number of  volleys the soldiers could 
shoot at the approaching enemy depended on 
the range of  their bows. The bow and arrow, 
however, was not the sole means of  defeating 
the enemy. It could break up the battle order 
of  the opposing army, but victory could only 
be secured in close-quarters combat. 

The main events were concisely recorded in 
the Swabian Annales Alamannici by the monks 
of  St Gallen: “907. The Bavarians’ desperate 
war with the Hungarians, Prince Luitpold was 
killed, the unbridled arrogance of  his men 
was broken, and very few of  the Christians 
escaped. Most of  the bishops and counts 
were killed.” (Translated by József  Lele.)

The same annals in another text tradition 
summarised the events in a single sombre 
sentence: “907. The Bavarians’ entire army 
was destroyed by the Hungarians.”

Among the fallen on the battlefield 
was imperial palace chaplain Archbishop 
Theotmar of  Salzburg, Bishop Zacharias 
of  Brixen-Säben, Bishop Udo of  Freising, 
and three abbots. The temporal dignitaries 
among the casualties included 19th Count 
of  the Empire, Prince Luitpold of  Bavaria. 
Although the Bavarians undoubtedly lost 
some of  their highest dignitaries, underlining 
the severity and significance of  the defeat, we 

know relatively little about the battle itself  or 
the events preceding it.

The imperial army had a clear objective: 
to put an end to the campaigns mounted 
against their lands by the Hungarians who 
had settled in the Carpathian Basin some ten 
years before, and to restore the status quo 
ante. The lands to the west of  the Danube, 
the former Roman province of  Pannonia, 
had belonged to the Eastern Frankish Empire 
for a century, forming part of  the Eastern 
Marches (Ostmark). The new arrivals from 
the eastern steppes, the Hungarian tribes, had 
taken possession of  the province in summer 
900, and the Eastern Frankish court was 
determined to take it back.

The imperial lords no doubt harboured 
a vivid memory of  the campaign against 
the Avars in 791, led by their legendary 
predecessor Charlemagne (768–814). Or 
rather they preserved a version of  these 
events which, by the early 10th century, had 
become elaborated, exaggerated and distorted, 
swelled by a multiplicity of  accumulated 
or deliberately-added legends. They would 
have been better off  knowing more of  the 
real events and their outcome, without the 
elaborate veil of  myth. It was a war which, 
although led by the founder of  the dynasty, an 
almost canonised figure, had effectively ended 
in failure. Marching with armies along both 
banks of  the Danube, Charlemagne had got 
as far as the Rába line, from where the Avars, 
fighting with the classic nomadic scorched-
earth tactic, forced them to retreat. Chronicles 
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own momentum carried it into the sack being 
prepared for it by the army. The slowing of  
the enemy charge gave the archers a space to 
renew their volley. 

Hungarian generals routinely employed 
this schema. This is proved by the Battle of  
Augsburg. At the first battle there, in 910, 
Louis the Child was defeated by a model 
application of  the schema. The lure surprised 
the German army in its camp at dawn.  
“… ‘before Aurora had left the saffron-
coloured bed of  Tithonus’ the Hungarian 
people, thirsty for a blood and lusting for 

a fight, surprised the yawning Christians, 
because the arrow awakens more than the 
shout.”. After the first clash, the Hungarians 
pushed their pursuers in front of  their main 
army (“the Turks (ie. Hungarians) turned their 
back on them as if  they were retreating”), 
which made a flanking attack on the enemy, 
which was confused by the hail of  arrows 
(“not anticipating the lure, the King’s men 
started out to pursue them with a huge drive, 
but those in the lure turned up from all sides 
and routed the victorious army”).  

Forty-five years later, Lehel and Bulcsú set 
out to defeat the army of  Otto I in the same 
way. The lure attacked the German camp at 
dawn. They did not know that Otto had already 
set the army on its way. (“Rising at dawn, after 
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fighting with the classic nomadic scorched-
earth tactic, forced them to retreat. Chronicles 

10th-century iron arrowheads from an 
unknown Hungarian site.  

► 
▼

Iron spearhead from Esztergom. 
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written after the mid-9th century 
immeasurably exaggerated Charle- 
magne’s successes, but the entries 
in contemporary necrologies are 
revealing: several men of  high 
ecclesiastical and secular office 
met their deaths in that war, 
foreshadowing events of  more 
than a century later. One of  
these was the palace chaplain of  
the time, Archbishop Angilram 
of  Metz, the predecessor of  
Theotmar, who fell to the blows 
of  the Hungarians in 907.

The Bavarian attack on the Hungarians, 
planned to be of  overwhelming force, was 
launched in summer 907. Certain of  their 
victory, they took with them their 13-year 
old ruler, Louis IV the Child (899–911), but 
placed him in the security of  St Florian’s Ab-
bey between the Enns and Traun rivers. (Eerie 
coincidence: Charlemagne also took his desig-

nated heir with him, the later Louis the Pious, 
but quickly sent him to Regensburg after the 
first clash with the Avars.) Then, too, the army 
attacked in two columns, on each side of  the 
Danube. According to the written sources, the 
open battle took place between 4 and 6 June 
at Brezalauspurc, a place named after the last 
– Slavic-born – Frankish governor of  Panno-

nia, Braslav dux, and many 
modern historians iden-
tify it as the site of  Bratis-
lava (Pressburg). Nothing is 
known of  the course of  the 
battle, but the large number 
of  high-ranking Bavar-
ian casualties indicates how 
hard and bloody it must 
have been.

What is certain that the 
Bavarian army marched 
along the north and south 
banks of  the Danube, and 
a flotilla carried troops, 
victuals and materiel on the 
river. The attackers carried 
the customary weapons 
(lance, double-edged sword,  
battleaxe, helmet, chainmail 
or scale armour, and shield). 
Their basic tactic was the 
attack in a solid mass, but 
after clashing with the  
enemy, the cavalry usually 
engaged in single combat. 
The Hungarians obviously 
tried to avoid this, and used 
their oriental tactics to sur-
round the enemy, break up 

its battle order and destroy it from a distance 
by volleys of  arrows. The success of  these 
tactics is demonstrated by the very heavy Ba-
varian losses. First they dispersed the Bavar-
ian troops marching along the south of  the 
Danube, and next day those on the northern 
bank. The commanders of  both divisions of  
the Bavarian army fell.

The fact that so many of  them were left dead 
on the battlefield indicates that the Hungarians 
successfully enclosed the attacking armies, or 
caught any fighters who managed to break 
out of  the ring. After the battle, the Bavarians 
bore their young king to the well-defended 
Passau (this is only reported in Aventinus, and 
so is non-contemporary and thus unreliable 
information). There remained no doubt that 
the Hungarian tribes, newly settled in the area, 
could confidently assume governance of  their 
new homeland. It is no exaggeration to say 
that the Battle of  Pressburg was one of  the 
most important, fateful events of  Hungarian 
history.

 

The outcome  
on the Hungarian side

The Pressburg victory pushed out the western 
border of  Pannonia (the border of  the 
gyepűelve) to the River Enns and consolidated 
the occupation of  the east of  the former 
Moravian Empire (the areas of  modern 
Slovakia and North Hungary, and the eastern 
areas of  Lower Austria).

The victory was so destructive that it was a 
full 123 years later, in 1030, that the Germans 
launched another attack against the Kingdom 
of  Hungary.

The course and outcome of  the Battle 
of  Pressburg prove that behind the victory 
there must have lain a regime with a highly 
organised government. This is an important 
clue to the transition towards a unified nation 
and the formation of  national awareness. 
Victory derived from cooperation between 
the conquering Hungarians and the native 
population, through the coordination of  

armed forces from the Hungarian Tribal 
Alliance and the allied peoples. Three years 
after the death of  Prince Kurszán, something 
different might have been expected, but instead 
of  recriminations and pursuit of  conflicting 
local interests, all sides were spurred to a 
united military effort through the awareness 
that they possessed a homeland. The struggle 
entered into with this military unity might well 
be called the Hungarians’ first great war of  
national defence. The Pressburg victory was 
instrumental in establishing the conditions 
in which the early Hungarians, having just 
taken residence in the Carpathian Basin, could 
found their own country.

*Excerpt from László Veszprémy–Gyula Béla Torma (eds.) 
„Egy elfeledett diadal: a 907. évi pozsonyi csata” 

(A Forgotten Victory: the Battle of  Pressburg  
in 907. Budapest, 2008,  

MoD Military History Institute and Museum).

Hungarian horseman shooting arrows 
backward (Aquileia, 13th century). After 

a drawing by Gyula László

Bone plates covering the limbs and 
grip of  a 10th-century recurve bow. 

Picture of  Louis the Child from the 
library of  the St. Florian Abbey,  
AD 901
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European Expeditions  
of  Hungarian Army in Tenth Century

T here is a very close link between the 
Hungarian Conquest and Hungarian 

expeditions into Europe in the 10th century. 
Historians call the campaigns against Europe’s 
large areas the erea of  Hungarian expeditions.

Prior to the Conquest, Hungarian tribes had 
launched significant campaigns in Europe. This 
means that the era of  expeditions goes back 
to the century before the Conquest. During 
the 9th century, however, the Hungarians made 
attacks against different lands of  Europe mainly 
at the call of  some Western monarchs. Even 
in the Carpathian Basin itself, the warriors of  
the Hungarian Tribal Alliance first appeared as 
expeditionaries: in 862 at the invitation of  the 
Eastern Franks; in 881 alongside the Moravians 
to Vienna; in 892 at the request of  the Eastern 
Frankish King Arnulf  against the Moravians; 
and in 894 in alliance with the Moravians against 
the Franks. The European monarchs paid the 
Hungarians very well for their military assistance.

Thanks to their frequent expeditions, well 
before the Conquest, the Hungarians were very 
familiar with key areas of  the Carpathian Basin 
and the lands to the west of  Pannonia, indeed 
some historians consider it very likely that some 
of  them had settled in what was to become 
Hungary many years before the Conquest of  
895–896. 

The expeditions after 895–896 followed 
organically from these earlier campaigns, and 
(military) historians rightly regard them as 
the rearguard actions of  the Conquest. The 
Hungarians wanted to conduct military operations 
in areas far away from the frontiers of  the 
Carpathian Basin and the gyepű so they can keep 
their potential enemies away from the borders.

At the call of  King Arnulf  (887–899) the 
Hungarians pillaged Italy in 899–900, and on 
24 September 899 they destroyed the army 
of  Italian King Berengar I at a major battle 
beside the River Brenta. The conquest of  
Pannonia, i.e. Transdanubia, may be dated to 
the period following the Italian expedition and 

the Bavarian expedition of  900, when the last 
vestiges of  Frankish and Moravian rule were 
finally eliminated.

The key feat of  arms in the first decades of  the 
10th century was the repulsion of  the Bavarian 
attack at Pressburg in 907. It was so effective 
that no other attack on the Carpathian Basin of  
similar strength was to come from the west until 
1030. 

After 910, the German monarchs paid tribute 
to the Hungarian princes to keep them away. In 
932, however, the German King Henry, who had 
been making military reforms in preparation for 
striking back, refused to pay the tribute. For this 
reason, the expeditionary Hungarians started 
their campaign early in 933 against Saxony. 
Again, they looked to Slavic tribes for assistance 
against the Germans, but this time they were 
left on their own. Although the Hungarians 
were well informed of  political developments 
in Europe, they had not taken proper account 
of  Henry’s fundamental reform of  his military 
system. He built castles and garrisoned them 
with soldiers, fortified the towns with walls, and 
trained his warriors in the techniques of  heavy 
cavalry. The Hungarians were unprepared for the 
German heavy cavalrymen that were armed with 
chainmail, lance, sword, shield and helmet, riding 
trained fighting horses. The tens-of-thousand-
strong Hungarian forces were put to flight at the 
battle of  Merseburg in 933.

In the decades that followed, Hungarians 
ventured to Saxony, Thuringia, Swabia, Italy, 
Alsace-Lorraine, Burgundy, the borders of  
Denmark, St Gallen, the Nîmes area, distant 
south Italy and the shore of  the Atlantic Ocean. 
Particularly interesting are the Italian expeditions 
of  942, from where they marched on to the 
Iberian Peninsula. Thanks to the precision of  
Arab bureaucracy, we can follow the Hungarians’ 
route almost to the day. They spent a month 
pillaging and unsuccessfully besieging a city 
before, laden with valuable captives, they set off  
for home. 
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ventured to Saxony, Thuringia, Swabia, Italy, 
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Denmark, St Gallen, the Nîmes area, distant 
south Italy and the shore of  the Atlantic Ocean. 
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of  942, from where they marched on to the 
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Italian silver coins  
from the 10th century  

from Benepuszta. 

Horn attributed to chieftain Lél 
(Lehel), Jász Museum, Jászberény

One of  the bloodiest battles in the age of  
Hungarian expeditions was fought on a field 
next to Augsburg (Lechfeld) in 955. This 
lost battle of  the Hungarian army has a most 
detailed documentation in military history. The 
Hungarians did not reckon with the consolidated 
royal power in Germany and the agreements 
among German provinces and principalities 
that enabled the German dynasties – that had 
formerly been fighting against each other – to 
raise a several-thousand-strong joint army made 
up of  heavy cavalry.

In the early days of  August 955 the Hungarians 
surrounded the city of  Augsburg. There could not 
have been a substantial military force defending 
the city, but the Hungarian expeditionaries, 
unpractised in siege warfare, attempted only to 

starve them out. Led by Bishop – latterly Saint 
– Urlich, Augsburg continued to resist. In the 
meantime, the German relief  force arrived. 

The battle that took place on 10 August 
at Augsburg started well for the Hungarians. 
Some crossed the River Lech at night, went 
round the German army, successfully attacked 
what contemporary sources described as the 
Bohemian “legion” allied with the Germans 
as well as the German formations made up of  
Swabians, and after  scattering most of  them, 
sent them fleeing.

After their early successes, the Hungarians 
started looting as usual, not realizing that the joint 
forces of  King Otto and his ally, Prince Conrad 
displayed a tactical and technical superiority. 
Underestimating the enemy, the main Hungarian 

Lél (Lehel) kills the Emperor with his horn.  
R initial from the Illuminated Chronicle
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After their early successes, the Hungarians 
started looting as usual, not realizing that the joint 
forces of  King Otto and his ally, Prince Conrad 
displayed a tactical and technical superiority. 
Underestimating the enemy, the main Hungarian 

Lél (Lehel) kills the Emperor with his horn.  
R initial from the Illuminated Chronicle
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of  the Holy Roman Empire; the relic of  the 
Holy Cross they had taken into the battle, set 
into the imperial lance, took a place among the 
coronation insignia after 962. 

After the battle of  Augsburg, the Hun-
garians did not direct any major campaigns 
against Western Europe (the last Hungarian 
attack in the west before the millennium was 
made at Wienerwald in 991), but rather only to 
the south, towards the Balkans and Byzantium. 
They even sent an embassy to Quedlinburg in 
973, a symbolic act which normalised German–
Hungarian relations. In the Botond story, the 
Hungarian historical tradition preserves the 
memory of  an expeditionary attack which got all 
the way to Byzantium. According to this tradition, 
Botond got the advantage in single combat with 
the bravest Byzantine knight, and struck a blow 
to the gate of  the castle of  Byzantium, making 
such a hole in it that a five year-old child could 
easily have passed in and out. Led against the 
entire Greek Peninsula as well, the campaign 
ended with victory. 

Contemporary authors, such as Emperor Leo 
the Wise and the Arab al-Masudi, described the 
classic tactics of  the Hungarian light cavalry. 
According to Leo the Wise, “They have reserves 
beside the main army, which they send to trap 

those standing guard against them or hold to 
assist sections which are under pressure […] They 
favour fighting at a distance, lying in ambush, 
encircling the enemy, feigning withdrawal and 
retreat, and spreading out their forces. If  they 
put their enemy to flight, they put everything 
else aside and mercilessly throw themselves in 
pursuit, thinking of  nothing but the chase.”

The Hungarian cavalry regiments followed 
closely on one another in the order of  battle, 
and the cavalry troops rotated like a mill-
wheel, maintaining a continuous rain of  arrows. 
There were always reserve detachments, and 
they always marched with a great many reserve 
horses to make the army appear larger and more 
fearsome to the enemy. Their main strengths 
were in encircling the enemy, feigning withdrawal 
and retreat, and turning on their horses to shoot 
arrows backwards.

army did not launch a frontal assault and did not 
sufficiently tie down the main German forces.

Having frustrated the Hungarian attempt 
at encirclement, the German heavy cavalry 
launched a general attack. The Hungarian 
expeditionaries responded with their usual tactic: 
after realising that resistance was hopeless, they 
turned their horses and attempted to retreat. 
Prince Conrad fell during the battle. It was later 
in the retreat that the Augsburg defeat turned 
into a tragedy, because the Hungarians were not 
able to reorganize their forces. The Germans 
even hindered their orderly retreat by holding 
up and slaughtering the dispersed Hungarian 
troops at riverbanks, crossing points and other 
places. The Hungarians suffered heavy losses. 
As the entire army of  the German Empire was 
concentrated to defeat them, the Hungarian 

army had to retreat once and for all because it 
had no means to counter heavy armoury.

The leaders of  the 955 expedition, Lél (Lehel), 
and then Súr and Bulcsú, were all executed shortly 
after the battle in Regensburg. By ordering the 
bloody execution of  the leaders and rejecting 
the customary exchange of  prisoners, Otto was 
displaying his intention to settle the issue once 
and for all. The named leaders were at the head 
of  tribes from western Hungary, and it was 
warriors from these tribes that bore the brunt of  
the defeat. The defeat shook these tribes but had 
no significant effect on the Hungarian armies 
that settled in the Carpathian Basin. 

The battle of  Augsburg led to the 
legitimisation of  the power of  the Saxon 
dynasty in Germany, the coronation of  Otto 
as Emperor in 962, and thus the foundation 

Idealised portrayal of  Vérbulcsu, 
Nádasdy Mausoleum (left)

Idealised portrayal of  Magyar chieftain 
Lehel, Nádasdy Mausoleum (right)

The victory at Augsburg was attributed 
by German contemporaries to the 

Bishop of  Augsburg’s prayer and a 
cross he wore on his neck. This cross 

was made in 1492 and depicts the 
Battle of  Augsburg
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King Stephen I

S t  Stephen’s admonitions to his son include 
the lines: “be obedient, my son, thou hast 

been brought up amidst delights and treasures, 
and knowest nothing of  the arduous labours of  
war and the perils of  hostile invasions by foreign 
nations in the midst of  which nearly my whole life 
has been passed”. The King’s confession reveals 
the prominent role of  arms in establishing the 
Christian state of  Hungary.

The first test came in 997, upon the death of  
Prince Géza, when Stephen had to prove he was 
capable of  holding on to his inherited power. 
Koppány, Chieftain of  Somogy attempted to 
seize power through an attempt on the young 
ruler’s life. This event is preserved in the legend 
of  St Stephen: “Certain nobles took up arms 
against him. They destroyed his towns, laid waste 
to his farms, looted his estates, slaughtered his 
servants, and not speaking of  what else was 
done, they assaulted the King himself. When 
they refused to desist from their erroneous ways, 
and their rage did not subside, the King, trusting 
in the eternal virtues, set off  with great armies to 
put an end to the unbridled fury of  his enemies. 
In these days the city known in the common 
parlance as Veszprém was besieged to turn it 
to his humiliation: they took occupation of  the 
place where the king often resided, so as to gain 
an easy path to occupy other strongholds. The 
King, led by the mercy of  God, struck them; one 
side trusted in their faith, the other merely in the 
force of  arms, and both sides entered the struggle. 
In the end, the enemy was defeated, some were 
killed, some taken prisoner and bound, and the 
victorious King with his followers took home the 
emblems of  victory.”

Europe looked on in anguish at the toils of  
Hungarian Christianity. In October 997, Gerbert, 
later Pope Sylvester II, warned Emperor Otto III 
he must not abandon the Hungarians, because that 
would afford a triumph to paganism. The news of  
the victory, however, reached Aachen in November, 
where it was interpreted to mean that the Hungarians 
were ready to enter the Holy Roman Empire.

Stephen, however, was aiming to establish 
an independent Hungarian kingdom. With the 
support of  St Adalbert and Pannonhalma Abbey, 
where Adalbert’s pupils had settled, and helped 
by the clerics he had invited into the country, he 
set up ten bishoprics. At the encouragement of  
Emperor Otto III, in the second half  of  1000, 
Stephen sent Astrik, a pupil of  St Adalbert, 
to petition Pope Sylvester II for the grant of  
a crown and the authorisation to establish an 
archbishopric. The Pope’s ready accession to 
both requests was acknowledgement of  Stephen’s 
success in setting up the church in Hungary. The 
coronation took place in Esztergom at the turn 
of  the millennium, where the ceremony was 
performed by the recently-ordained Archbishop 
of  Esztergom. It involved first ordaining Stephen 
as a bishop, and then, with the crown, conferring 
on him worldly power.

Stephen’s primary means in attaining his 
political ambitions, however, was the army, which 
operated on a regional principle. The counties 
into which the lands under his rule were divided 
each provided 300-400 troops for the royal army. 
The King appointed an ispán or bailiff  in each 
county to take charge of  administration, keep 
order, and to supervise training and supplies for 
the soldiers, and lead them in war.

Wars of  consolidation

Gyula, who controlled the territory of  
Transylvania, realised that Stephen was a rival to 
be reckoned with in the struggle for control of  
the Carpathian Basin. Since he could not rely on 
the military support of  Byzantium, he tried to 
use diplomatic means. This ultimately prompted 
Stephen to military action, by which he captured 
Gyula in his own province of  Transylvania in 
1002, and took him to Hungary. He annexed 
Transylvania to the kingdom, and the conversion 
to the Roman Catholic faith began.

Stephen’s last rival was Ajtony, who ruled the 
lands of  Maros. In Vidin, he adopted Greek 

The baptism of Vajk (painting by Gyula Benczúr, 1875) 
The painting depicts the baptism as a representative scene with several monarchs in attendance. The bare-shouldered Vajk is being 

baptized by St Adalbert, who is dressed in beautiful ecclesiastical vestment.
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Christianity and founded his own church in 
honour of  John the Baptist in Marosvár (now 
Cenadu Vechi, Romania). This did not prevent 
him from keeping all of  his seven wives or 
breaking from his pagan customs. He led the 
life of  a nomadic ruler on his lands. His people 
were animal herders, with many horses, cattle and 
sheep. His retinue and armed herders made up a 
substantial military force. 

Although he enjoyed the support of  Byzantium, 
Ajtony was not a threat to Stephen, because the 

King reigned over a much greater territory. He 
did, however, have control of  the salt carriage 
route along the River Maros. On acquiring 
Transylvania, Stephen took possession of  the 
most important salt mines of  the Carpathian 
Basin, and thus of  the major strategic commodity 
of  the time. Ajtony regularly levied customs on 
the royal salt, and was in a position to block its 
movement in a critical situation. He would have 
been quite free to do so, owing allegiance to 
Byzantium rather than to the King.

For a long time, Stephen avoided a trial of  
strength, but fortune came to his aid. One of  
Ajtony’s senior lieutenants, Csanád, had proved 
himself  in a brilliant military career. Csanád’s 
enemies made an accusation against him which 
caused Ajtony to set about having him executed, 
but he escaped to the King and disclosed all of  his 
former lord’s secrets. According to the Legend of  
Gellért, Stephen’s men chose Csanád to lead the 
army sent against Ajtony.

The attackers successfully crossed the 
Tisza, but the first battle ended in victory 

for Csanád. The royal army was dispersed 
in the scrubland of  the Kököny Stream and 
the forests along the Tisza. The troops under 
Csanád, the later “Lions”, pitched camp at 
the foot of  a hill. For a whole night, without 
sleeping, sunk in meditation, he pleaded for 
help from the martyr St George. Meanwhile, 
Ajtony pitched his own camp in the field of  
Nagyősz. Scouts from both sides surveyed the 
surrounding lands.

Ajtony also gathered his strength. After his 
first success, he sent out his heralds to gather 

Legend of  St Gellért in the Anjou 
Legendarium. 1. The killing  
of  priests in the pagans’ revolt.  
2. St Gellért is thrown off  the hill in 
Pest. 3. The cart sets off  for Csanád on 
its own with the body  
of  the saint. 4. Burial of  the saint

Legend of  St Gellért (Gerard) in the 
Anjou Legendarium (Biblioteca Apostolica 

Vaticana, Rome). 1. St Gellért before St 
Stephen, 2. St Gellért in the hermitage, 

3. St Gellért’s investiture as bishop, 4. St 
Gellért preaches to the people.
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together his forces. The command was received 
and groupings of  soldiers arrived in the Nagyősz 
camp one after the other during the night. 
Ajtony’s camp was like an overturned beehive. 
Scouting parties came and went. Camp fires 
crackled, everyone prepared for next day’s clash, 
and from time to time a larger grouping arrived 
and pitched their camp.

Csanád listened to his scouts’ reports, 
“whereupon in tiredness and exhaustion he 
fell into a deep sleep, and in his dreams a lion 
appeared, standing at his feet, and spoke thus: 
“O man, why are you sleeping. Arise forthwith, 
have the trumpets blown, fly to battle and you 
will defeat your enemy.” Csanád got the message. 

The same night he attacked Ajtony’s camp, 
taking advantage of  the confusion among the 
gathering troops. With his knowledge of  his 
enemy’s customs, he had no difficulty in entering 
Ajtony’s camp under cover of  the night: he and 
the men under him merely had to act as if  they 
were one of  the arriving units. The night-time 
assault was devastating. “Ajtony’s army lay on the 
field, tangled up in the night, one man attacking 
the other, and eventually was put to flight.” After 
the battle, the bodies of  the fallen Christian 
soldiers were taken to the Greek monastery in 
Marosvár for burial. According to the Gellért 
legend, Csanád’s men killed Ajtony at the scene 
of  the battle.

German–Hungarian war

Changes in European political affairs in 1024–25 
were to have adverse consequences for Hungary. 
Emperor Henry II died, and with him the Saxon 
dynasty. A violent Frankish count was elected 
Conrad II (Salian), and broke with the peaceful 
rule of  his predecessor. Relations with Hungary 
were unwittingly poisoned by Queen Gisella, 
who, upon the death of  Henry of  Luxemburg, 
Prince of  Bavaria, in 1026, announced her son’s 
claim to the Bavarian throne by the female line. 
Conrad hurried to Regensburg and held an 
election, having his 10 year-old son proclaimed 
Prince of  Bavaria. This added Stephen to the 
list of  Conrad’s enemies, a development which 
was inevitable in view of  Stephen’s ambitions to 
extend his control into the sphere of  influence 
of  the Holy Roman Empire. This was followed 
in December 1025 by the death of  Emperor 
Basil II of  Byzantium, with whom Stephen 
had fought against the Bulgarians. Conrad 
lost no time in seizing the opportunity of  an 
alliance with the new Emperor against the rival 
Hungarians. In 1027, he sent Bishop Werner of  
Strasbourg to Byzantium disguised as a pilgrim, 
but Stephen got news of  the mission and its 
purpose, and prevented the bishop from passing 
through Hungary.

Tensions between the two monarchs 
manifested themselves in minor clashes in the 
defensive marches. These border skirmishes 
served as a pretext for Conrad to launch an attack 
against Stephen. Stephen and Gisella probably 
still had good contacts in the imperial court and 
received regular reports on Conrad’s intentions. 
In 1030, they were warned in good time that the 
Emperor was making large-scale preparations for 
a military expedition against Hungary. Conrad 
mobilised imperial armies from Lotharingia to 
the Austrian Marches. A noble from Malmedy in 
the service of  the Prince of  Luxemburg made a 
will “fearing the end of  his life” before setting 
out. Not without good reason: the Hungarians 
promised to be robust opponents. Stephen’s 
military accomplishments had earned him fame 
far and wide, and his military cooperation under 
Henry had given many of  the German generals 
direct experience of  how the Hungarians 
fought. Stephen was realistic in his assessment 

of  the relative strengths. He knew he could not 
withstand an open battle against such a great 
power, and set about taking advantage of  the 
weakness of  a large Western army, its supply 
lines.

Stephen mobilised the entire Hungarian army 
and burned the land all the way to the River Rába. 
The Altaich Annals recorded: “1030. Emperor 
Conrad marched with his army to Hungary on 
St Alban’s day, Sunday (21 July) and spent the 
night in Abbey of  Altaich. But he returned from 
Hungary without his soldiers and without result, 
because his army suffered from hunger and he 
was caught by the Hungarians in Vienna.”

According to the Greater Legend of  St 
Stephen, envoys were sent to the German 
generals carrying the Emperor’s command to 
withdraw. The disappointed and exhausted 
generals humbly fulfilled the command to retreat, 
even if  they doubted its genuineness.  Stephen’s 
army pursued the retreating Germans to Vienna, 
and surrounded them there. The Emperor 
himself  fell into captivity and was freed only 
after promising peace.

The emissaries sent to negotiate peace from 
the German side were Prince Henry of  Bavaria, 
son of  Conrad II, and Bishop Egilbert of  
Freisung. Peace was signed in 1031, granting the 
land between the Leiter and Fischa rivers, and 
the west bank of  the Morava, to the Hungarians. 

The wars of  unification and national defence 
made the Kingdom of  Hungary into a major 
factor in European politics. At the end of  
Stephen’s reign, however, his succession turned 
into a serious problem. According to the Greater 
Legend, the royal couple had several sons. The 
eldest was named Otto, suggesting that he was 
born before 1002 and was christened out of  
respect for the Holy Roman Emperor. His early 
death meant the loss of  the heir apparent. A few 
years later, around 1007, fortune granted Stephen 
another son, christened Henrik after Stephen’s 
brother-in-law and Holy Roman Emperor. 
His name later transformed in the Hungarian 
language: Henricus – Emericus – Imre (Emeric). 
The succession issue seemed solved. Emeric was 
brought up strictly in the Christian spirit, and 
his mind increasingly turned away from worldly 
affairs. This probably betrays the influence of  
his mother Gisella, who in her childhood had 

Prince Géza and the young Stephen, 
the Prince holding the sceptre and the 
orb. Miniature from the Illuminated 

Chronicle
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prepared to be a nun. Stephen was pleased to see 
his son’s Christian commitment, but soon realised 
that his son was interested only in spiritual matters. 
This filled him with vexation, knowing that the 
work was still unfinished, and that building up 
a Christian state demanded a strong ruler. The 
Prince must have been about eight years old when 
Stephen took his upbringing into his own hands. 
This may be inferred from the opening lines of  
the Admonitions: “The time has arrived to leave 
behind thee those pillows of  luxuriousness which 
are apt to render thee weak and frivolous, to make 
thee waste thy virtues and to nourish thee in thy 
sins. Harden thy soul in order that thy mind may 
attentively listen to my counsels.” 

 The Prince was appointed to the head of  the 
royal guard, which at that time consisted of  a large 
number of  Russian (Rus) knights. This follows 
from an entry in a Western chronicle which refers to 
Emeric in connection with Conrad’s attack of  1030, 
as dux Ruizorum (lord of  the Russians). A tragic 
accident, however, put paid to Stephen’s plans. On 
2 September 1031, Emeric fell victim to a wild boar 
while hunting in the Igfon forest of  Bihar.

Compounding the pain of  the founder of  the 
kingdom was an attempt on his life by his nephew 
Vazul. In reprisal, Vazul was blinded and his sons 
banished. Stephen designated Peter Orseolo, son 
of  his sister and her husband the Doge of  Venice, 
as his successor.

The only surviving record of  Stephen’s 
canonisation is the legend of  Bishop Hartvik. 
This relates that King Ladislas announced 
a three-day fast. “For three days they toiled 
over raising the body of  the saint, and it was 
not possible to move it from its place in any 
way. About that time, there had been such 
sins that a serious dispute had arisen between 
King Ladislas and his brother Solomon, and 
Solomon was arrested and imprisoned. When 
it was attempted in vain to exhume the dead 
body, a woman named Karitas, an inhabitant 
of  the convent beside the Church of  the Holy 
Saviour in Bökénysomlyó, whose life at that 
time was regarded by all as excellent, having 
a revelation from on high, brought it to the 
knowledge of  the King that their labours 
were in vain: the earthly remains of  the holy 
King could not be translated until Solomon 
was released from incarceration and given the 
mercy of  freedom. The latter was then freed 
from prison, and again a three-day fast was held. 

When, on the third day, they went there to take 
away the saint’s remains, the enormous rock set 
upon the grave could be removed with such 
ease as if  it had no weight. After vespers on the 
third day, everybody awaited with anticipation 
the deeds of  holy grace to be done for the 
virtues of  the holy man, and Christ visited his 
people forthwith: the holy shelter was filled to 
its whole extent with miraculous signs from 
above.” The miraculous signs included healing 
of  the sick and, when “the marble slab above 
the ground was removed and they descended 
into the tomb and it was opened, everyone who 
stood round was engulfed in a sweet scent that 
they thought they had fallen into the middle of  
the wonders of  God’s paradise.”

At the ceremonial act of  20 August 1083, 
the bones were “gathered on to a snow-white 
canvas”, but the ring worn on the King’s right 
hand was not found. Subsequently, Merkur, the 
guardian of  the church treasury in Székesfe-
hérvár, received for safekeeping from a youth 

The canonisation  
of  King Stephen (1083)*

Relief  on the wall of  Dóm Square 
in Szeged commemorating Csanád’s 
defeat of  Ajtony in 1028, by which 
“Christendom conquered the lands of  
the Tisza”.

Mihály Schéner:  
The coming of  King 

Stephen

IBN RUSTA, Arab lexicographer and geographer wrote around 930:

The Magyars are a Turkish race and their chieftain leads twenty thousand horsemen into 
battle... The land of  the Magyars is rich in trees and water. They have much cultivated land…  
The Magyars are handsome and of  fine aspect, well-built, and display great wealth, which they 

have gained through trade. They wear clothes of  silk brocade. Their weapons are mounted with 
silver and gold and inlaid with pearls.
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in white clothes a folded cloth containing 
Stephen’s hand fully intact and wearing the ring. 
According to a 12th century charter, however, 
the hand relic had been stolen by Merkur be-
fore 1083; it is now popularly held to be the 
same as the Holy Right kept in Budapest. It will 
never be possible to fully ascertain the true sto-
ry of  how the Holy Right was separated from 
the body, just as there is no hope of  identifying 
with certainty Stephen’s earthly remains among 
the jumble of  bones from the pillaged royal 
graves in Székesfehérvár.

 The broader cult of  Stephen – no longer 
restricted to a few members of  the dynasty – 
started in 1083. The King acquired immortality 
45 years after his death in 1038. Bishop Hart-
vik was also aware of  these 45 years, and very 
clearly explained, “Although the weight of  the 
earth had pressed upon him and he was obliged 
to be interred in the dust…, perhaps there re-
mained on him some of  the earthly dust that 
had gathered upon him…, 
because otherwise kings – 
indeed by virtue of  their 
right to rule – would hardly, 
if  at all, be able to live their 
present lives.” This dust “had 
to be burned away by the fire 
of  Godly judgement.” The 
canonisation of  1083 per-
formed this “purification”. 
From that time Stephen – 
now St Stephen – freed from 
the dust of  earthly life rose 
to the ethereal heights, and 
his ennobled figure, an ideal 
parted from worldly sub-
stance, flew up to the skies, 
in the literal and symbolic 
senses of  the word.

It would require a sep-
arate book to present all of  
the stations there have been 
on the way, and what schools 
have at different times arro-
gated St Stephen to them-
selves, taking him as their 
own. Enough to say here: in 
the Middle Ages, he became 
the fount of  every right, the 
origin of  every liberty. Most 
of  the coronation insignia 

were associated with him. His relics were the 
most highly prized devotional articles. His feast 
day was set on the date of  20 August by the 
Council of  Szabolcs in 1092, and made a state 
holiday by Emperor Francis I. It is now the 
most important national holiday of  Hungary. 
The name of  St Stephen is bound up with the 
Hungarian people and above all with Hunga-
ry’s Europeanness. He is often referred to as 
szentkirály, the sainted king, and churches in 
hundreds of  villages, and many villages them-
selves, are named after him. He is the eternal 
subject of  allusion, the reference point for all 
actions, the Great Beginning, the progenitor of  
the kingdom, the founder of  the state, the royal 
propagator of  the Christian faith. He is the 
greatest Hungarian statesman who ever lived.

*Excerpt from  Gyula Kristó “Szent István király” 
(King St Stephen. Vince Kiadó, Budapest, 2001)

The charter of Pannonhalma Abbey issued by King Stephen  
in 1001 in the frame made for Hungary’s Millennium.

Skull relic from Dubrovnik 
attributed to St Stephen (Photo: 

Bence Gyulai)
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L y ing in the centre of  Europe, surrounded by 
ranges of  high mountains, the Carpathian 

Basin has seen the rise and fall of  many incoming 
peoples. These peoples have disappeared in the 
mists of  history, but have left living traces on 
the land. When the conquering Magyars secured 
power in the 9th century, they were in a hostile 
environment with nothing to guarantee that their 
power would not be worn down in time, like the 
empires of  the Huns and the Avars. Hungarian 
warriors could hold the people of  Europe in fear 
of  their arrows as they swept all the way to the 
Atlantic Ocean, but they could not break down 
the walls of  cultural isolation and the concomitant 
prospect of  national death. Squeezed between 
the Holy Roman Empire and Byzantium, it was 
only a matter of  time before the Tribal Alliance 
would be crushed, perhaps not killing all of  the 
people, but definitely bringing foreign rule and 
the disappearance of  a culture. 

That the Hungarians have retained their 
identity is thanks to the toil and sacrifice that 
went into building and securing the state under 
St Stephen. In Europe at the end of  the first 
millennium, the Christian faith was the foundation 
of  royal power and cultural community. At the 
coronation, the King was first consecrated as 
a bishop; only then did he take in his hand the 
sword. This symbolised the unity of  spiritual and 
worldly power. For Christian subjects, it was a 
moral duty to accept the King’s power. Compared 
with the ethnically-based system of  power of  the 
Tribal Alliance, it was the faith of  his subjects 
that raised the Christian King to his throne. The 
first Christian king expressed the essence of  the 
state in his Admonitions to his son Emeric:

“If  you desire to honour the royal crown, first 
of  all I enjoin, counsel, commend and encourage 
you, my dear son, to safeguard the Catholic and 
Apostolic faith with such fervour and vigilance 
that you may be an example for all of  the subjects 
vouchsafed to you by God.”

Conversion to Christianity and strengthening 
the church were the keys to extending and 

maintaining royal power. St Stephen laid out 
dioceses, and then archdioceses, thus creating the 
independent Hungarian church. He ordered that 
a church should be built in every tenth village 
and one tenth of  the produce should be given to 
the church. He made laws providing for the strict 
obedience of  religious prescriptions. 

“We desire that the laity also be obedient 
in serving the bishops for the benefit of  the 
governance of  churches and the protection of  
widows and orphans, and that they be obedient 
in the conduct of  their Christianity.”

In his admonitions he set out the principal 
matters of  state and ranked them in importance. 
In the royal palace, faith was in first place, followed 
by the church. Then came the estate of  the 
prelates, and in fourth place, the loyalty, strength, 
industry, obligingness and trust of  barons, ispáns 
[lords of  counties] and knights. A good indication 

The first Hungarian canonisations:  
Stephen, Ladislas, Emeric and Nicholas

The House of  Árpád  
and the state of  Hungary

Stephen and Gisella found the 
Church of  Peter and Paul  
in Óbuda. Miniature  
from the Illuminated Chronicle
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of  the structure of  St Stephen’s state is that he 
held the principal component of  worldly power 
to be military affairs. He particularly mentions 
the importance of  honouring knights. 

“They should be your fathers and brothers, 
my son, do not drive any of  them into servitude, 
and call nobody your servant. [...] They should 
bear arms, not serve, and you should rule all of  
them without anger, conceit or hatred, peacefully, 
humbly, gently.”

He deems jurisdiction to be the duty of  the 
king, but places it below the executive power 
exercised by barons and knights. The King’s 
Council came only in seventh place in order of  
importance of  royal power. 

Overall, the Admonitions reflect the principle 
of  sharing power. The King exercised legislative 
power via the King’s Council, which comprised 
the kingdom’s ecclesiastical and temporal leaders, 
the elders and the nobles. Executive power was 
firmly set on the shoulders of  military strength, 
and the judiciary remained in the hands of  the 
king.

St Stephen’s beneficent work gave rise to a 
strong Christian country, with a king who could 
boast the Holy Roman Emperor as his brother-
in-law, and who conferred upon his people laws 
which espoused European values. He opened 
his country to pilgrims and merchants, and had 
silver coins minted to strengthen the economy. 
In the four decades of  his rule, he built up an 
independent Hungarian Christian kingdom, 
but the route he marked out for the future of  
his realm was not followed by his immediate 
successors. Peter Orseolo alienated his own 
people, Aba Sámuel did not trust in his barons 
and had many of  them killed, and the returning 
King Peter submitted his kingdom as vassal 
to the Holy Roman Emperor. The Vata pagan 
insurrection attacked the Christian church, and 
the rebels recalled the sons of  the maimed Vazul, 

but the symbols of  power remained the crown 
and sword, because the new rulers realised there 
was no alternative to the Christian kingdom.

Proof  of  the vigour of  the kingdom was 
its endurance of  renewed attacks by the Holy 
Roman Empire. The division and inheritance 
of  royal power, however, led to quarrels that 
degenerated into civil war. It is a curious twist 
of  fate that one of  the princes who deposed the 
lawful kings later revived the work of  St Stephen 
and carved it into stone.

Ladislas I recognised that the turbulent times 
were weakening the legal basis of  royal power. 
Drawing on the example of  St Stephen, he took 
up the weapon of  the law and imposed order 
by strict rules. An indication of  his historical 
greatness is that he was capable of  going beyond 
his everyday troubles and, while strengthening St 
Stephen’s state, created the sacred dimension of  
the Christian realm. In 1083, with the consent of  
Pope Gregory VII, he had Bishop Gellért, Prince 
Emeric, King Stephen and the hermits Andrew 
and Benedict canonised, thus giving the Hungarian 
church their own saints. The significance of  this 
is comparable to Gáspár Károli’s later translation 
of  the Holy Scriptures into Hungarian, giving 
the people direct knowledge of  the Holy Word. 
The first Hungarian saints made the Hungarian 
Christian church independent of  time and 
politics. They became the symbols of  the basic 
values of  human life. The Hermits of  Zobor, by 
their self-imposed poverty, became the patron 
saints of  the people, Prince Emeric the saint of  
moral purity and thus of  youth, Bishop Gellért 
the saint of  the Hungarian Christian church, 
and St Stephen the patron saint of  the Kingdom 
of  Hungary. The notion of  kingship created by 
St Stephen, in rising above worldly things, has 
become the ideal of  the state of  Hungary, the 
ideal which has ever since been pursued by the 
leaders of  the Hungarian people.

Detail of the group of statues “Bishop’s well” in Székesfehérvár, sculpted by Jenő Bory (1928)  
showing St Gellért and Prince St Emeric. (Photo: Veronika Dévényi)
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O n 15 August 1038, St Stephen, the first 
king of  Hungary, departed the land of  the 

living. In accordance with his wishes, the throne 
was taken by Peter Orseolo I, who pursued a 
violent domestic policy aimed at consolidating 

the Christian state, and evoked open hostility 
from the Hungarian  people. After ruling for 
three years, the ire of  the people drove him out, 
and his place was taken by King Stephen’s other 
nephew Aba Sámuel.

Not long after Peter’s expulsion, Aba Sámuel 
marched his army on to the eastern border 
lands of  the German Empire. The immediate 
background to the attack was the sending of  
emissaries to the German court of  Henry III 
at Christmas 1041, who told the imperial Diet 
that their king was disquieted by the Emperor’s 

reception of  the banished king, Peter, and 
enquired about his intentions towards Hungary. 
Henry said that he had no intention of  starting 
a war, but if  Aba Sámuel attacked he would take 
appropriate reprisals. Despite this reassurance, 

the Hungarian forces started to lay waste the 
lands of  Tulln up to the River Traisen.

Henry III looked on this as a challenge, and 
in response, attacked Hungary in late summer 
of  1042. He reduced Hainburg and Pozsony 
(Pressburg, now Bratislava, Slovakia) and, uniting 
with the Bohemian army of  Bretislav, pushed 
up to the Garam, capturing nine castles. King 
Stephen had placed a nephew, whose name is 
unknown, in charge of  the conquered territory; 
Aba expelled him after the German armies 
withdrew. The campaign convinced Aba that the 
kingdom’s strengths were not equal to the task 

of  attacking the German Empire. He sought to 
establish peaceful terms at Goslar at Christmas 
1042, at Padernborn on Whitsuntide 1043, and 
finally in Regensburg; all were unsuccessful.

At the beginning of  August 1043, Henry III 
again led his army against Hungary. Although 
Aba Sámuel only managed to call out a small 
force, the hurriedly-strengthened fortifications 
at Rábca held up the German advance long 
enough to allow Aba to hold talks. Henry 
probably held to the demands that had caused 
the previous negotiations to fail. His conditions 
for peace were that Aba restore Gisella to her 
estates, allow the Germans captured in 1042 to 
return home, pay compensation for those killed, 
renounce the lands between the River Leitha and 
the River Fischa seized by King Stephen, and 
pay compensation of  400 gold florins and the 
same number of  fur-lined coats. Aba accepted 
the terms and swore an oath to fulfil them by 
St Andrew’s day (30 November). Henry probably 
did not want a prolonged campaign, because 
after signing the accord he hurried to Besancon 
where he married Agnes of  Poitou, daughter of  
Prince William V of  Aquitaine.

For Aba Sámuel, this peace was equivalent 
to a defeat. His failure to raise a satisfactory 
military force shows that he lacked support 
from the barons of  the kingdom. They saw his 
treaty with Henry as proof  of  weakness. His 
other deeds had gained him popularity only 
among the lower orders of  the people. The 
higher nobles increasingly turned away from 
Aba Sámuel, who was now endangering their 
personal interests.

In spring 1044, a group of  nobles laid a plot 
to give Aba Sámuel up to the German Emperor. 
Their plans were betrayed, and Aba Sámuel 
took bloody revenge on the plotters. He called 
fifty nobles to Csanád at Lent, and had his men 
beat them to death. This barbarous act seriously 
violated the sanctity of  the church holiday and 
outraged the barons of  the kingdom, who 
turned against Aba Sámuel. Many of  them fled 
to Germany where they urged Henry to restore 
Peter to the throne. Since Aba Sámuel had not 
fulfilled the terms of  the previous year’s peace 
by the designated date, the Emperor considered 
he had grounds for launching a new campaign 
against Hungary that summer.

The wet, windy summer of  1043 was followed 
by a hard, snow-covered winter. The bad weather 
caused famine all over Europe. Lack of  food 
prevented the imperial army from being raised, 
so Henry had to rely on the Bavarian army and 
forces from the Eastern Marches (Ostmark) and 
Bohemia, which bordered Hungary. The united 
army probably mustered somewhere near Vienna. 
The Austrians marched there under Margrave 
Adalbert, the Bohemians under Bretislav and the 
Bavarians under Bishop Bruno of  Regensburg. 
The exiled Hungarian barons and soldiers led 
by Peter also represented a substantial military 
force.

The army must have been ready to advance 
by 25 June, whereupon Aba Sámuel’s emissaries 
arrived offering terms on behalf  of  their king. 
They promised to immediately fulfil the terms 
of  the previous year’s peace treaty, and offered 
even greater concessions if  Henry would hand 
over the Hungarians who had fled to him. The 
Emperor was not willing to talk. He arrested 
the emissaries and marched on Hungary. The 
sending of  emissaries indicates that the attack 
did not take Aba Sámuel completely by surprise, 
having had intelligence of  it in good time. He 
was thus able to gather his men and fortify the 
Rábca gyepű line.

Henry reached the Leitha around 27 June, 
turned towards Sopron, where he took the castle 
and then camped just south of  Lake Fertő.  There, 
he was approached by another set of  Hungarian 
emissaries. Once again, he did not accept the 
offer of  peace, but in accordance with the 
customs of  the time, appointed the place where 
the two armies would meet three days later. The 
emissaries accepted this and returned to Aba’s 
camp in Kapuvár. Aba Sámuel had no intention 
of  committing himself  to open battle beyond the 
safety of  the gyepű, which had so far successfully 
held up Henry’s forces. Three days later, on the 
morning of  2 July, Henry’s army marched on to 
the designated battlefield, but encountered no 
Hungarian forces there. He therefore continued 
to Kapuvár, where he was halted by the Rábca 
fortifications. The Hungarians in Peter’s retinue 
undertook to lead the army over the river. 
According to the Chronicle, they rode all night 
along the left side of  the river and crossed at an 
easy ford in the early hours. The night-time ride 

The Battle of Ménfő

Aba Sámuel’s negotiation with 
Henry III. Miniature from the 

Illuminated Chronicle.  
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is probably one of  the chroniclers’ exaggerations, 
because there was no moonlight in the first few 
days of  July 1044, and it is hard to believe that 
a whole army could move in the dark on the 
outer side of  the gyepű, which had deliberately 
been made impassable. The army probably did 
keep going into the night, and then at dawn, the 

Hungarians, who knew the layout of  the gyepű, 
led a squadron of  cavalry up to the secret gate 
in the defences and drove off  the guards. After 
capturing the Black Castle standing in their way at 
Babót – where they captured a large quantity of  
food and military supplies –, the army marched 
on. The difficulties of  the advance are illustrated 

by the fact that the relatively small German army 
(about 6000 horsemen) made the journey in 17 
separate detachments. Since they were aware that 
Aba’s army was camped under Győr, and the 
Rába fords were guarded even better than that 
at Babót, they no longer travelled on the road as 
they approached the river, but used the Ménfő 

Hills, recognisable from afar, as landmarks. 
They found a suitable ford across the Rába at 
Gyirmót, where the vanguard started to cross. 
Here, the flood plain of  the left bank is lined by 
a row of  low hills offering an excellent view of  
the Győr plain. Those Germans who were first 
to cross found themselves looking on a forest 

The Emperor arrives in Hungary to 
face King Aba  
(Battle of  Ménfő). Miniature from the 
Illuminated Chronicle
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Silver coin of  King Solomon

Coin minted when Béla I 
was Duke of  Tercia pars regni

LEO THE WISE Byzantine Emperor (866–911):

The Magyars can withstand work, fatigue, searing heat, frost, cold and any deprivation.  
They are lovers of  freedom and pomp.

of  Hungarian ranks stretching in battle order 
before them. The troop led by Count Deo was 
soon surrounded by mounted archers, and an 
exchange of  arrows ensued. The speed of  the 
attack suggests that Aba’s good reconnaissance 
had kept him informed of  Henry’s manoeuvres 
right from the start and, anticipating this crossing 
of  the Rába, he guarded the riverbank with 
fast-moving cavalry. He had a good chance of  
preventing the Germans’ crossing. The weather, 
however, turned against him. A windstorm blew 
up, blinding the archers’ eyes with flying dust, 
and blowing their arrows back. The westerly 
wind gave Henry enough time to get his army 
across the river and form up in battle order.

As the wind died down, Aba Sámuel’s army 
went on to the attack. The mounted archers’ hail 
of  arrows broke the German front at several 

points, and the county-levée cavalry, capable of  
close-quarters combat, charged into the gaps. 
It was a long and fierce battle, in which Henry’s 
army faced several crises. Aba Sámuel stood 
behind the battle lines with his retinue of  barons, 
clearly marked by the badge of  royal power, 
the golden lance. Peter and the Hungarians in 
his retinue resolved on a daring line of  attack. 
They forced their way through the fighters and 
burst directly towards Aba’s retinue. The barons, 
recognising Peter, treacherously laid down their 
arms before him. Seeing Aba’s retreat, the army 
followed his example. The Germans pursued the 
retreating Hungarians for several kilometres, and 
according to the Chronicle, killed many of  them 
with their arrows.

Following the victory, Henry occupied Győr, 
taking Aba Sámuel’s wife and children prisoner. 
He then dressed in a hair shirt and went barefoot 
before the cross to pray for the fallen and say 
thanks for the victory.

In the meantime, the Hungarians made a 
supplication to the Emperor for pardon and 
mercy. The Emperor received their pledge with 
serenity and grace, and then marched with his 
retinue to Fehérvár, where he reconciled Peter to 
his subjects and restored him to the throne.

Aba Sámuel fled from the battle towards the 
Tisza, where his opponents assassinated him 
in a village, and buried his corpse in the village 
church. Some years later, his body was exhumed, 
and his shroud and clothes were found to be 
intact, his wounds healed. He was ultimately laid 
to rest in his own monastery, in Abasár.

I n returning Peter I to the throne after the 
Battle of  Ménfő, Henry III gained a vassal. 

It was a short-lived state of  affairs, because the 
wrath of  the people forced Peter into exile again 
in 1046, and the barons of  the kingdom recalled 
the banished sons of  Vazul. The crown of  
Hungary was placed on the head of  Andrew I, 
who did not accept vassalage to the German 
Emperor. After some border incidents, Henry 
and the lords of  Bavaria resolved to rebuild 
Hainburg Castle to defend the border. The 
work started in summer, but the Hungarians 
did everything in their power to impede it. The 
light cavalry repeatedly harassed the builders and 
sent arrows raining into their tents. After one 
such attack, two hundred arrows were counted 
in the canvas of  one tent. The castle, however, 
was completed, and Henry prepared for a great 
campaign the next year.

Learning from his past failures, he avoided 
the Rába gyepű. He led his army to the Zala area 
and then proceeded towards Székesfehérvár 
along the Aquincum military road built by the 
Romans. Andrew I knew he had no chance of  
success in open battle against the Germans. He 
thus followed the scorched-earth policy which 
Stephen employed successfully in 1030. The 
light cavalry constantly harassed the attackers. 

They drove away the inhabitants and the 
livestock, burned the villages and the grain, and 
poisoned the wells. By the time the Germans 
reached Székesfehérvár, they had used up all 
of  their provisions. In the meantime, Bishop 
Gebhardt was sailing down the Danube towards 
Győr with a flotilla bearing relief  provisions. 
The couriers he sent to Henry were caught 
by the Hungarians. Andrew responded by 
having a counterfeit letter written in Henry’s 
name commanding him to burn the boats 
and their contents and return home with his 
men. As a loyal subject, Gebhardt obeyed the 
command. The Germans attempted to lay siege 

to Székesfehérvár, but when Henry realised 
he could not count on fresh provisions, 
he lifted the siege and marched on Győr. 
The Hungarian light cavalry kept up their 
harassment day and night. The Germans 
dug themselves in each night and covered 
themselves with their shields, but could still 
not escape the Hungarians’ arrows. Finally 
they reached the River Rábca, where the 
ford was defended by Abda Castle. One 
determined troop made its way across the 
river and captured the fort, thus opening 
the escape route. The exhausted remains of  
Henry’s army made it back to Hainburg at 
the end of  October. The German defeat is 
commemorated in the name of  the Vértes 

Peter I regains his crown.Miniature 
from the Illuminated Chronicle

The Vértes expedition

Andrew crowned King 
of  Hungary. Miniature from 
the Illuminated Chronicle

Zotmund sinks the German 
ships. Miniature from  
the Illuminated Chronicle
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was Duke of  Tercia pars regni

LEO THE WISE Byzantine Emperor (866–911):

The Magyars can withstand work, fatigue, searing heat, frost, cold and any deprivation.  
They are lovers of  freedom and pomp.

of  Hungarian ranks stretching in battle order 
before them. The troop led by Count Deo was 
soon surrounded by mounted archers, and an 
exchange of  arrows ensued. The speed of  the 
attack suggests that Aba’s good reconnaissance 
had kept him informed of  Henry’s manoeuvres 
right from the start and, anticipating this crossing 
of  the Rába, he guarded the riverbank with 
fast-moving cavalry. He had a good chance of  
preventing the Germans’ crossing. The weather, 
however, turned against him. A windstorm blew 
up, blinding the archers’ eyes with flying dust, 
and blowing their arrows back. The westerly 
wind gave Henry enough time to get his army 
across the river and form up in battle order.

As the wind died down, Aba Sámuel’s army 
went on to the attack. The mounted archers’ hail 
of  arrows broke the German front at several 

points, and the county-levée cavalry, capable of  
close-quarters combat, charged into the gaps. 
It was a long and fierce battle, in which Henry’s 
army faced several crises. Aba Sámuel stood 
behind the battle lines with his retinue of  barons, 
clearly marked by the badge of  royal power, 
the golden lance. Peter and the Hungarians in 
his retinue resolved on a daring line of  attack. 
They forced their way through the fighters and 
burst directly towards Aba’s retinue. The barons, 
recognising Peter, treacherously laid down their 
arms before him. Seeing Aba’s retreat, the army 
followed his example. The Germans pursued the 
retreating Hungarians for several kilometres, and 
according to the Chronicle, killed many of  them 
with their arrows.

Following the victory, Henry occupied Győr, 
taking Aba Sámuel’s wife and children prisoner. 
He then dressed in a hair shirt and went barefoot 
before the cross to pray for the fallen and say 
thanks for the victory.

In the meantime, the Hungarians made a 
supplication to the Emperor for pardon and 
mercy. The Emperor received their pledge with 
serenity and grace, and then marched with his 
retinue to Fehérvár, where he reconciled Peter to 
his subjects and restored him to the throne.

Aba Sámuel fled from the battle towards the 
Tisza, where his opponents assassinated him 
in a village, and buried his corpse in the village 
church. Some years later, his body was exhumed, 
and his shroud and clothes were found to be 
intact, his wounds healed. He was ultimately laid 
to rest in his own monastery, in Abasár.

I n returning Peter I to the throne after the 
Battle of  Ménfő, Henry III gained a vassal. 

It was a short-lived state of  affairs, because the 
wrath of  the people forced Peter into exile again 
in 1046, and the barons of  the kingdom recalled 
the banished sons of  Vazul. The crown of  
Hungary was placed on the head of  Andrew I, 
who did not accept vassalage to the German 
Emperor. After some border incidents, Henry 
and the lords of  Bavaria resolved to rebuild 
Hainburg Castle to defend the border. The 
work started in summer, but the Hungarians 
did everything in their power to impede it. The 
light cavalry repeatedly harassed the builders and 
sent arrows raining into their tents. After one 
such attack, two hundred arrows were counted 
in the canvas of  one tent. The castle, however, 
was completed, and Henry prepared for a great 
campaign the next year.

Learning from his past failures, he avoided 
the Rába gyepű. He led his army to the Zala area 
and then proceeded towards Székesfehérvár 
along the Aquincum military road built by the 
Romans. Andrew I knew he had no chance of  
success in open battle against the Germans. He 
thus followed the scorched-earth policy which 
Stephen employed successfully in 1030. The 
light cavalry constantly harassed the attackers. 

They drove away the inhabitants and the 
livestock, burned the villages and the grain, and 
poisoned the wells. By the time the Germans 
reached Székesfehérvár, they had used up all 
of  their provisions. In the meantime, Bishop 
Gebhardt was sailing down the Danube towards 
Győr with a flotilla bearing relief  provisions. 
The couriers he sent to Henry were caught 
by the Hungarians. Andrew responded by 
having a counterfeit letter written in Henry’s 
name commanding him to burn the boats 
and their contents and return home with his 
men. As a loyal subject, Gebhardt obeyed the 
command. The Germans attempted to lay siege 

to Székesfehérvár, but when Henry realised 
he could not count on fresh provisions, 
he lifted the siege and marched on Győr. 
The Hungarian light cavalry kept up their 
harassment day and night. The Germans 
dug themselves in each night and covered 
themselves with their shields, but could still 
not escape the Hungarians’ arrows. Finally 
they reached the River Rábca, where the 
ford was defended by Abda Castle. One 
determined troop made its way across the 
river and captured the fort, thus opening 
the escape route. The exhausted remains of  
Henry’s army made it back to Hainburg at 
the end of  October. The German defeat is 
commemorated in the name of  the Vértes 
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Hills. It was the place where the Germans were 
said to have thrown down their armour (vért).

The defeat was not enough to divert Henry 
from his determination to conquer Hungary. 
The next year, he set as his objective Hungary’s 
strongest western border castle, intending to 
use it as a base for further campaigns. Learning 
from his mistakes, he ordered a large number of  
ships to supply the besieging army. The Germans 
maintained their siege of  the castle throughout 
August and September, but did not succeed in 
breaking the defenders, who included amongst 
their number the knights Endre, Oros, Vojtech, 
Vilunpard and Márton, grandson of  Stephen’s 
famous knight Vencellin. One of  the heroes of  
the defence was Zotmund, a fine swimmer who 

undertook to sink the Germans’ ships. At night, 
no doubt with several comrades, he swam out to 
the ships and holed them. With their provisions 
destroyed, Henry was facing the same kind of  
hunger as had put paid to his campaign of  the 
previous year. He did not wait for this. He lifted 
the siege and extended an offer of  peace to the 
Hungarians. K ing Andrew’s military success against 

the external enemy only partly stabilised 
affairs inside his kingdom, the embers of  
family dispute never ceasing to smoulder 
after his installation on the throne. Under the 
principle of  seniority, his younger brother 
Béla would have the right to follow him on 
the throne. Béla was duly granted the title of  
prince and put in control of  one third of  the 
territory of  the kingdom. Andrew, however, 
intended to break with tradition and make 
his son Solomon his heir, knowing this would 
meet with his brother’s resistance. To clarify 
the situation, he called his brother to a meeting 
in Tiszavárkony where, according to the 
Chronicles, he placed before him the insignia 
of  king and duke, the crown and the sword, 
and invited him to choose between them. Béla’s 
followers whispered to him that to choose the 
crown was to choose death. The prince made 
do with the sword, but immediately left for 
Poland and returned at the head of  an army, 
defeated his brother and seized the throne. 
Andrew was taken to the royal residence at 
Zirc with serious wounds, where he died 
shortly afterwards. His body was laid to eternal 
rest in the Benedictine monastery of  Tihany, 
which he had founded. His son Solomon was 
taken to safety in Germany.

The brief  rule of  Béla I was made memorable 
by the last open assertion of  paganism. When 
he was holding royal assizes at Székesfehérvár, 
an enormous crowd of  lower-order poor people 
assembled and demanded the abandonment of  
Christianity. The King requested three days to 
consider, during which he drew together his 
army and dispersed the crowd.

In 1063, Emperor Henry IV launched a large-
scale offensive to restore his brother-in-law 
and protégé Solomon to the throne. On the 
eve of  the attack, Béla was assassinated in 
his residence in Dömös, and his sons, Géza, 

László (Ladislas) and Lampert fled to Poland. 
A few weeks later, on 20 January 1064, the 
conflict appeared to have been settled with a 
peace treaty. Solomon assumed the throne, and 
Géza was made Duke, as heir to his father. The 
peace between them did not mean unreserved 
trust. They did fight together at Kerlés against 
an incursion by the Pechenegs, and then jointly 
besieged the castle of  Belgrade, but Solomon’s 
fear of  his nephew became the tool of  intrigues 
by one of  his counsellors, the ispán (bailiff) 
of  Vid. In 1072, an unexpected uprising in the 
Balkans spurred the King into a campaign that 
promised rich prizes, and he also called upon 
the dukes to join him. They, however, did not 
trust Solomon, and only Géza took part in 
the campaign, László remaining in Bihar with 
half  of  their army. Although the campaign 
was accomplished successfully, culminating 
in the ransoming of  the wealthy town of  Niš, 
Solomon and Géza parted as enemies at the 
castle of  Keve (Kovin, Romania). To seek 
international assistance, Prince Géza sent 
László to Russia and Lampert to Poland. 

In the meantime, the dignitaries of  the country 
attempted to reconcile the dukes with the King 
and avoid an internecine war. The two parties 
were brought to the negotiating table in Helem, 
near Esztergom, where they pledged a truce 
lasting from St Martin’s Day (11 November 
1073) until St George’s Day (24 April 1074). 
Meanwhile three legions arrived from Germany 
at Solomon’s invitation to the country, led by 
Count Markward of  Carinthia. Holding to the 
truce was mainly in the interests of  Géza, since 
his brothers had still not come back with the 
anticipated succour. Solomon spent Christmas 
at Ikervár, and then, his army reinforced with 
the Germans, marched on Szekszárd. There, 
Vid and Markward persuaded the King to 
break the truce and make a surprise attack on 
Géza, who was hunting in the forest of  Igfan. 
Their conversation took place in Szekszárd 

The Battle of  Mogyoród

Grave of  Andrew I  
in the crypt of  the Benedictine Abbey 

in Tihany 



105 400 YEARS OF THE HOUSE OF ÁRPÁD 104FOR THE HOMELAND UNTO DEATH – 1100 YEARS

Hills. It was the place where the Germans were 
said to have thrown down their armour (vért).

The defeat was not enough to divert Henry 
from his determination to conquer Hungary. 
The next year, he set as his objective Hungary’s 
strongest western border castle, intending to 
use it as a base for further campaigns. Learning 
from his mistakes, he ordered a large number of  
ships to supply the besieging army. The Germans 
maintained their siege of  the castle throughout 
August and September, but did not succeed in 
breaking the defenders, who included amongst 
their number the knights Endre, Oros, Vojtech, 
Vilunpard and Márton, grandson of  Stephen’s 
famous knight Vencellin. One of  the heroes of  
the defence was Zotmund, a fine swimmer who 

undertook to sink the Germans’ ships. At night, 
no doubt with several comrades, he swam out to 
the ships and holed them. With their provisions 
destroyed, Henry was facing the same kind of  
hunger as had put paid to his campaign of  the 
previous year. He did not wait for this. He lifted 
the siege and extended an offer of  peace to the 
Hungarians. K ing Andrew’s military success against 

the external enemy only partly stabilised 
affairs inside his kingdom, the embers of  
family dispute never ceasing to smoulder 
after his installation on the throne. Under the 
principle of  seniority, his younger brother 
Béla would have the right to follow him on 
the throne. Béla was duly granted the title of  
prince and put in control of  one third of  the 
territory of  the kingdom. Andrew, however, 
intended to break with tradition and make 
his son Solomon his heir, knowing this would 
meet with his brother’s resistance. To clarify 
the situation, he called his brother to a meeting 
in Tiszavárkony where, according to the 
Chronicles, he placed before him the insignia 
of  king and duke, the crown and the sword, 
and invited him to choose between them. Béla’s 
followers whispered to him that to choose the 
crown was to choose death. The prince made 
do with the sword, but immediately left for 
Poland and returned at the head of  an army, 
defeated his brother and seized the throne. 
Andrew was taken to the royal residence at 
Zirc with serious wounds, where he died 
shortly afterwards. His body was laid to eternal 
rest in the Benedictine monastery of  Tihany, 
which he had founded. His son Solomon was 
taken to safety in Germany.

The brief  rule of  Béla I was made memorable 
by the last open assertion of  paganism. When 
he was holding royal assizes at Székesfehérvár, 
an enormous crowd of  lower-order poor people 
assembled and demanded the abandonment of  
Christianity. The King requested three days to 
consider, during which he drew together his 
army and dispersed the crowd.

In 1063, Emperor Henry IV launched a large-
scale offensive to restore his brother-in-law 
and protégé Solomon to the throne. On the 
eve of  the attack, Béla was assassinated in 
his residence in Dömös, and his sons, Géza, 

László (Ladislas) and Lampert fled to Poland. 
A few weeks later, on 20 January 1064, the 
conflict appeared to have been settled with a 
peace treaty. Solomon assumed the throne, and 
Géza was made Duke, as heir to his father. The 
peace between them did not mean unreserved 
trust. They did fight together at Kerlés against 
an incursion by the Pechenegs, and then jointly 
besieged the castle of  Belgrade, but Solomon’s 
fear of  his nephew became the tool of  intrigues 
by one of  his counsellors, the ispán (bailiff) 
of  Vid. In 1072, an unexpected uprising in the 
Balkans spurred the King into a campaign that 
promised rich prizes, and he also called upon 
the dukes to join him. They, however, did not 
trust Solomon, and only Géza took part in 
the campaign, László remaining in Bihar with 
half  of  their army. Although the campaign 
was accomplished successfully, culminating 
in the ransoming of  the wealthy town of  Niš, 
Solomon and Géza parted as enemies at the 
castle of  Keve (Kovin, Romania). To seek 
international assistance, Prince Géza sent 
László to Russia and Lampert to Poland. 

In the meantime, the dignitaries of  the country 
attempted to reconcile the dukes with the King 
and avoid an internecine war. The two parties 
were brought to the negotiating table in Helem, 
near Esztergom, where they pledged a truce 
lasting from St Martin’s Day (11 November 
1073) until St George’s Day (24 April 1074). 
Meanwhile three legions arrived from Germany 
at Solomon’s invitation to the country, led by 
Count Markward of  Carinthia. Holding to the 
truce was mainly in the interests of  Géza, since 
his brothers had still not come back with the 
anticipated succour. Solomon spent Christmas 
at Ikervár, and then, his army reinforced with 
the Germans, marched on Szekszárd. There, 
Vid and Markward persuaded the King to 
break the truce and make a surprise attack on 
Géza, who was hunting in the forest of  Igfan. 
Their conversation took place in Szekszárd 

The Battle of  Mogyoród

Grave of  Andrew I  
in the crypt of  the Benedictine Abbey 

in Tihany 



107 400 YEARS OF THE HOUSE OF ÁRPÁD 106FOR THE HOMELAND UNTO DEATH – 1100 YEARS

Abbey and was overheard by Abbott William, 
who first sent an emissary to the Duke. When 
they arrived, some barons in the Duke’s 
retinue who were loyal to Solomon – Petrud, 
Szolnok and Bikás – decried the Abbott as 
drunk and scoffed at the warning. They thus 
succeeded in dampening Géza’s vigilance, who 
continued his hunt, but for safety’s sake sent 
László, who had returned empty-handed from 
Russia, to their brother-in-law Otto, Duke of  
Moravia. Later, the Abbott was again listening 
when Solomon gave way to persuasion and 
decided to attack. Dressed in worldly clothes, 
he warned Géza in person of  the danger 
awaiting him. The Duke immediately set off  
with the troops of  four counties to follow his 
brother into the Bohemian lands. The barons 
in his retinue held secret talks with the King, 
offering to betray Géza in return for retaining 
their titles. 

Solomon, crossing the frozen Tisza, caught 
up with Géza’s army in the Kemej area, now 
Greater Cumania, north of  Karcag. According 
to the chronicle, the King’s army consisted 
of  thirty units, against which the Duke could 
muster only four. Three of  these treacherously 
feigned retreat in the battle, trusting to their 
pact with Solomon. But the King’s men cut 
them down too. Nonetheless, Géza and his 
sole remaining unit gallantly fought against 
the thirty. The tenfold numerical superiority 
mentioned in the sources thus seems doubtful. 
There was probably not such an overwhelming 
imbalance in the King’s favour. This is 
suggested by the story that when the battle 
began, a knight referred to as Duke Péter 
rode before the army and called out the King’s 
knights to a duel. Although Péter was ultimately 
overcome by Opos, this episode does not 
present a picture of  a little army daunted by 
the huge mass of  the enemy. Nonetheless, the 
treachery took its effect and Géza, defeated, 
fled the battlefield with his tiny retinue. He 
sent his chaplain, Black George, to his brother, 
summoning him with his troops. László had 
been successful in Moravia. 

Moravian Prince Otto led his men in person 
into the dukes’ camp, and László gathered 
together the soldiers of  the Duchy of  Nyitra. 

László’s army was on its way to the east of  the 
kingdom when, at Vác, they united with the 
fleeing Géza. The balance now seeming to be 
restored, they could look forward boldly to the 
next battle. Solomon did not pursue Géza after 
the victory. He crossed the Tisza with his army 
and stopped to rest at the home of  his son Péter. 
He was sure he had reaped a decisive victory on 
the plain of  Kemej. But Vid urged him to fight 
on. His main argument was intelligence regarding 
the dukes’ new army. He egged the King on, 
saying that now they had lost their knights, the 
dukes could only have gathered together some 
rough-and-ready peasants, and he could now 
finally vanquish them without great effort. The 
King eventually heeded his word, and moved 
his army towards Pest. This seemed the best 
choice given his ignorance of  the enemy’s exact 
position, because the intersecting roads and river 
crossing would allow him to continue towards 
Nyitra, Esztergom or Fehérvár.

The dukes were not idle in the meantime. 
They probably had a good system of  scouts, who 
told them that Solomon’s army was on its way. 
Although their troops, encamped in the forests 
of  Vác, were well hidden, they did not want 
to await the King’s army there, but went ahead 
of  him, intending to block his path south of  
Cinkota, where the road along the valley of  the 
Rákos opens out from the Gödöllő Hills on to 
the Pest plain. Their forces marched about one 
day to Cinkota, and on Wednesday 12 March, 
they were ready and waiting for the King’s army. 
Solomon came to the same place after four days’ 
march, when his advance guard reported that the 
dukes’ forces stood before them. He immediately 
halted his men and pitched camp. This put him 
in an unfavourable situation, because the two 
armies were separated by what the chronicles 
describe as “a single hill”, but more likely a ridge. 
The opponents thus could not see each other, 
especially because Solomon could only have got 
there in late afternoon. The early March twilight 
gave time only to pitch camp, and both sides 
expected the battle the next day. The morning 
of  13 March found the land covered with thick 
mist. Both armies stood in battle order, ready to 
plunge into battle whenever the fog lifted. But 
the fog did not lift, and they maintained their 
state of  readiness into the night, fearing that the 

other side would exploit the poor visibility and 
outmanoeuvre them. 

Next day, 14 March, dawned to a clear 
sky. Solomon rode up in person to the ridge 
separating the two armies and assessed his 
opponent. In the meantime, both armies had 
lined up in battle order. Solomon, still fearing 
some kind of  trick, set up his baggage on the 
side of  the hill in clear vision, so that the dukes 
would think it a guard troop. It also covered 
the army as it took up battle order, and would 
still cover its wing and rear during battle. On 
both sides, there were three times three units 
assembled in four ranks. Each of  the units 
would have been made up of  the soldiers from 
one county, about 400 strong. Thus the right 
and left wings, each of  three companies, and 
the centre troop, the companies set one behind 
the other, formed a front some 2000 metres 
wide. The armies were well matched. There 
must have been some 3500-4000 soldiers on 
both the royal and ducal sides. According to 
the chronicle, the dukes’ battle order consisted 
of  László on the left wing with the Bihar 
forces, Géza with those from Nyitra in the 
centre, and Otto and his Moravian soldiers 
on the right wing. Géza and László exchanged 
their flags, because they expected Solomon to 
first attack the army he had recently defeated. 
The exchange of  flags must have confused the 
chronicler as well as Solomon. This is the only 
explanation for two quirks in the description 
of  the battle order. After the exchange of  flags, 
Géza’s battle insignia would have been on the 
left wing. This could have aroused Solomon’s 
suspicions, because the commander’s place 
was always with the central troops. The tasks 
of  the wings included cover of  the central 
troops’ flanks. Secondly, it was probably the 
local troops, from the Duchy of  Bihar, which 
had been involved in the Battle of  Kemej. 
This means that the battle order must have 
been: Otto on the right wing, the place of  
honour for any guest, László and the Nyitra 
forces in the centre with Duke Géza’s flags of  
command, and Géza with the Bihar troops, 
but with László’s insignia, on the left wing. 

On Solomon’s side, the guest troops on the 
right wing, the Germans and Bohemians, were 
lined up under the leadership of  Markwart and 

Svatopluk. The centre comprised the King’s 
troops and Vid ispán stood on the left wing 
with soldiers from Bács.

Before the battle, László rode up and down 
before the troops as they stood in battle order 
and urged his soldiers to valour. As he was going, 
his lance clattered against a bush, frightening off  
a white female weasel. It ran up his lance and 
sought refuge in his breast. This little incident 
filled the soldiers with boldness, being seen as 
the sign of  divine providence.

In the meantime, Solomon’s troops marched 
in battle order to the ridge and advanced at a 
measured pace towards the dukes’ ranks. Vid 
had already assured Solomon that the sight of  
the King’s army would be enough to send the 
dukes into flight. But as they came down from 
the hill, Géza’s unit seemed to be standing on 
higher ground. Looking up at them, Ernyei, 
who disapproved of  the internecine strife, 
warned the confident Vid that “it would be a 
miracle if  these brigades would flee run away 
from us, because they have left the Danube to 
their back. I think they have decided to win or 
die.”

The battle started with Otto’s Moravian 
soldiers charging and routing Vid’s troops. In 
the belief  that he was attacking Géza’s tattered 
force, the King boldly charged at László’s army. 
As he approached, he realised the trick and 
ordered the standard-bearers to wheel the army 
right, towards Géza’s troops. This ill-considered 
decision not only caused confusion among his 
own soldiers, but greatly inhibited Markwart 
and Svatopluk on the right wing from mounting 
their attack. Seeing their chance László and Géza 
simultaneously attacked Salamon’s confused 
cavalry from two sides. The timely attack bore 
fruit. Solomon’s unwieldy army, swirling this 
way and that, were cut down, and sought refuge 
in flight. The King also made off. Crossing the 
Danube at Szigetfő, he rushed to his mother 
at Moson. After the glorious victory of  the 
morning, the dukes’ army spent the rest of  the 
day pursuing the losers. After giving thanks, the 
dukes, surveying the field, drew up the balance 
of  the internecine war. László shed bitter tears 
over the needless deaths of  the warriors. The 
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László’s army was on its way to the east of  the 
kingdom when, at Vác, they united with the 
fleeing Géza. The balance now seeming to be 
restored, they could look forward boldly to the 
next battle. Solomon did not pursue Géza after 
the victory. He crossed the Tisza with his army 
and stopped to rest at the home of  his son Péter. 
He was sure he had reaped a decisive victory on 
the plain of  Kemej. But Vid urged him to fight 
on. His main argument was intelligence regarding 
the dukes’ new army. He egged the King on, 
saying that now they had lost their knights, the 
dukes could only have gathered together some 
rough-and-ready peasants, and he could now 
finally vanquish them without great effort. The 
King eventually heeded his word, and moved 
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gave time only to pitch camp, and both sides 
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mist. Both armies stood in battle order, ready to 
plunge into battle whenever the fog lifted. But 
the fog did not lift, and they maintained their 
state of  readiness into the night, fearing that the 

other side would exploit the poor visibility and 
outmanoeuvre them. 

Next day, 14 March, dawned to a clear 
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still cover its wing and rear during battle. On 
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assembled in four ranks. Each of  the units 
would have been made up of  the soldiers from 
one county, about 400 strong. Thus the right 
and left wings, each of  three companies, and 
the centre troop, the companies set one behind 
the other, formed a front some 2000 metres 
wide. The armies were well matched. There 
must have been some 3500-4000 soldiers on 
both the royal and ducal sides. According to 
the chronicle, the dukes’ battle order consisted 
of  László on the left wing with the Bihar 
forces, Géza with those from Nyitra in the 
centre, and Otto and his Moravian soldiers 
on the right wing. Géza and László exchanged 
their flags, because they expected Solomon to 
first attack the army he had recently defeated. 
The exchange of  flags must have confused the 
chronicler as well as Solomon. This is the only 
explanation for two quirks in the description 
of  the battle order. After the exchange of  flags, 
Géza’s battle insignia would have been on the 
left wing. This could have aroused Solomon’s 
suspicions, because the commander’s place 
was always with the central troops. The tasks 
of  the wings included cover of  the central 
troops’ flanks. Secondly, it was probably the 
local troops, from the Duchy of  Bihar, which 
had been involved in the Battle of  Kemej. 
This means that the battle order must have 
been: Otto on the right wing, the place of  
honour for any guest, László and the Nyitra 
forces in the centre with Duke Géza’s flags of  
command, and Géza with the Bihar troops, 
but with László’s insignia, on the left wing. 

On Solomon’s side, the guest troops on the 
right wing, the Germans and Bohemians, were 
lined up under the leadership of  Markwart and 

Svatopluk. The centre comprised the King’s 
troops and Vid ispán stood on the left wing 
with soldiers from Bács.

Before the battle, László rode up and down 
before the troops as they stood in battle order 
and urged his soldiers to valour. As he was going, 
his lance clattered against a bush, frightening off  
a white female weasel. It ran up his lance and 
sought refuge in his breast. This little incident 
filled the soldiers with boldness, being seen as 
the sign of  divine providence.

In the meantime, Solomon’s troops marched 
in battle order to the ridge and advanced at a 
measured pace towards the dukes’ ranks. Vid 
had already assured Solomon that the sight of  
the King’s army would be enough to send the 
dukes into flight. But as they came down from 
the hill, Géza’s unit seemed to be standing on 
higher ground. Looking up at them, Ernyei, 
who disapproved of  the internecine strife, 
warned the confident Vid that “it would be a 
miracle if  these brigades would flee run away 
from us, because they have left the Danube to 
their back. I think they have decided to win or 
die.”

The battle started with Otto’s Moravian 
soldiers charging and routing Vid’s troops. In 
the belief  that he was attacking Géza’s tattered 
force, the King boldly charged at László’s army. 
As he approached, he realised the trick and 
ordered the standard-bearers to wheel the army 
right, towards Géza’s troops. This ill-considered 
decision not only caused confusion among his 
own soldiers, but greatly inhibited Markwart 
and Svatopluk on the right wing from mounting 
their attack. Seeing their chance László and Géza 
simultaneously attacked Salamon’s confused 
cavalry from two sides. The timely attack bore 
fruit. Solomon’s unwieldy army, swirling this 
way and that, were cut down, and sought refuge 
in flight. The King also made off. Crossing the 
Danube at Szigetfő, he rushed to his mother 
at Moson. After the glorious victory of  the 
morning, the dukes’ army spent the rest of  the 
day pursuing the losers. After giving thanks, the 
dukes, surveying the field, drew up the balance 
of  the internecine war. László shed bitter tears 
over the needless deaths of  the warriors. The 



109 400 YEARS OF THE HOUSE OF ÁRPÁD 108FOR THE HOMELAND UNTO DEATH – 1100 YEARS

battle had cut down the finest Hungarian as well 
as foreign knights. Both Vid ispán, who had 
coveted the dukes’ lands, and the peace-loving 
Ernyei lay dead on the battlefield, and the two 
foreign generals, Markwart and Svatopluk, were 
wounded and in captivity. Otto returned home 
enriched with gifts. After his defeat, Solomon 

withdrew to the fortified Moson and Pozsony. 
The dukes moved on with their armies to 
Fehérvár. They reinforced the garrisons of  the 
forts on the western border, Kapuvár, Babó and 
Fehérvár, and shortly afterwards, Duke Géza, 
at the urging of  the Hungarians, accepted the 
crown.

“When the Hungarians heard that King Magnus 
(Géza) had died, a great multitude assembled 
before his younger brother Ladislas and, of  one 
mind, with common words, and by unanimous 
intention, they elected him to govern the realm, 
or more correctly forced him by fervent and 
persistent requests. For every one of  them knew 

that he was blessed with the perfect virtues, was 
of  the Catholic faith, exceptionally gracious, a 
generous donor and full of  love. He shone like 
the morning star through the mist, banishing 
the gloom; and as the full moon casts light in its 
time, or as the sun shines, he became  the light 
amongst the people.” (Gesta Hungarorum)

 
St Ladislas

St Ladislas in the Anjou 
Legendarium (Biblioteca 

Apostolica Vaticana, Rome). St Ladislas 
goes to Fehérvár (1), 

Coronation of  St Ladislas (2),  
St Ladislas on procession (3),  

At St Ladislas’ prayer, animals flock to 
help the starving army (4)

St Ladislas in the Anjou 
Legendarium (Biblioteca Apostolica 
Vaticana, Rome). St Ladislas kisses 
the King of  Bohemia (1), Death 
of  the saint (2), The wagon bears 
Ladislas’ body to Várad (3),  
A procession receives the King in 
Várad (4)
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Indeed we may see the special workings of  
Divine Providence in granting Ladislas to the 
Hungarian nation after the four decades of  strife 
following the death of  the first sainted king. His 
rule was decisive in his people’s history. By his 
supreme kingly abilities, heroism and sanctity 
he led the Hungarian people out of  the morass 
of  internal perils and saved them from death 
and destruction by external enemies.

The internal strife and turbulence of  the 
kingdom caused him to be born not on 
Hungarian land but in Poland. The date of  his 

birth may be deduced, from the circumstances, 
to have been around 1046. His father was 
King Béla I the Champion (1060–1063) and 
his mother Richeza, daughter of  Micislav II 
of  Poland and great-grandchild of  Emperor 
Otto II in the female line. He was related to 
nearly all of  the neighbouring the royal houses, 
including the two most powerful: the Greek 
and the German imperial dynasties. Ladislas’s 
cousin King Solomon (1063–1074) took as his 
wife Judit, daughter of  the German Emperor. 
Ladislas’s entire life was beset with struggles 
and trials.

He inherited his piety from his mother and 
his gallantry from his father, who had overcome 
in combat a Pomeranian duke before receiving 
the hand of  the Polish princess. Ladislas had 
hardly reached majority before he had to 
contend with times of  trouble: the internecine 
strife between King Andrew and his father 
Prince Béla, and the protracted quarrel between 
King Solomon and his brother Géza. He was 
put through the hard school of  life early, and 
at a young age was prepared for his years as 
king, which held many struggles for him. He 
had the task of  “determining” the kingdom, 
as the historian Bálint Hóman put it, i.e. of  
consolidating the internal order and securing 
the country’s borders.

He distinguished himself  in defence of  his 
kingdom while still a young prince. He must 
have been about 22 years old when the Uzians 
invaded the eastern part of  the country during 
the rule of  Solomon, in 1068. In the battle beside 
the River Kerlés, his deeds were instrumental 
in bringing about victory. He was the hero of  
the battle, especially in his pursuit of  a fleeing 
Cuman chief  who had taken a Hungarian girl 
with him. He overcame the Cuman and freed 
the girl, despite a serious wound he had received 
on the battlefield. This act of  heroism grew 
into a legend, and in the following centuries 
the scene was painted on the walls of  countless 
churches. He was also had a decisive part as a 
gallant soldier in the internecine strife between 
King Solomon and his brother Géza: he helped 
his brother to victory at the Battle of  Mogyoród 
in 1074, and secured him on the throne.

It was 1077 when, even though Solomon 
was still alive, Ladislas was obliged by the will 
of  the people to take over government of  the 
realm. It is indicative of  his disposition that he 

did not have himself  crowned. In the words of  
the chronicle, “he wanted only peace, to return 
the kingdom to Solomon and retain only the 
duchy for himself.” This did not come to pass, 
because the people of  the country as one man 
stood behind him. He was “renowned and 
majestic,” as the leader who “made Hungary 
greater.” It was he who conquered Croatia and 
Slavonia. But even in this regard, the chronicler 
noted, “This king did not act out of  avarice, 
but because the law of  kingship entitled him to 
the inheritance,” since the widowed queen was 
sister of  the King of  Hungary.

In the time of  Ladislas, the Cumans, who 
lived beyond the South-East Carpathians, 
represented a permanent threat to the 
Hungarian people. First of  all the Cuman chief  
Kutesk launched an attack in 1085, prompted 
by Solomon, who could not reconcile himself  
to the loss of  his territory. They invaded with an 
enormous army, but Ladislas charged at them 
and the Cumans ran “like ruffled-feathered wild 
ducks from the beak of  a vulture.” Much more 
dangerous was the incursion of  1091, because 
the King was in Croatia at the time. The enemy 
laid waste the eastern part of  the country, taking 
many slaves and booty away with them. Hearing 

of  his kingdom in peril, Ladislas rushed back to 
protect his people. He arrived in time to catch 
up with the Cumans. With the exception of  one 
man, he destroyed or captured the entire army. 
This is when, in the heat of  battle, he shouted 
to his men, “My sons! Do not kill these people, 
but take them prisoner; let them live, that they 
might repent!”

In the other campaigns, in Russia, Poland 
or the western marches, he always sought to 
support the side on which he considered justice 
to lie. In the struggle between Gregory VII and 
Henry IV, he stood on the side of  the Pope. 
The many wars he was forced to undertake 
evoked from him a confession which he wrote 
to the Abbott of  Monte Cassino in 1091: “I am 
a sinful man, because it is not given to us to 
prevail in worldly authority without committing 
grave sins.”

His experiences of  the Uzian, Cuman and 
Pecheneg incursions persuaded Ladislas to 
strengthen the border regions. He put new 
settlements in the depopulated areas, built up 
the administrative organisation in these eastern 
parts, and so formed Hungary into a political 
unit. He also started this work in the north-
western regions, but it was King Coloman who 

St Ladislas at the Battle of  Kerlés. 
Mural from the Lutheran Church 

in Karaszkó (Kraskovo, Slovakia)

St Ladislas in combat with the 
Cuman knight. Mural in the Roman 
Catholic church of  Gelence (Ghelinta, 
Romania)
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completed it. Between them, they built up the 
country’s system of  72 counties.

In parallel with political organisation, 
the life of  the church was reformed and its 
institutions reorganised and improved. He 
enriched the existing episcopal seats, chapters 
and monasteries with grants of  land, completed 
the half-built churches and founded many 
new churches and monasteries. He founded 
Benedictine monasteries in Szentjobb; Bátán in 
Tolna County; and Kolos (Veľký Klíž, Slovakia) 
in Nyitra (Nitra). He invited French Benedictines 
to build a monastery in Somogyvár, and French 
monks were still being admitted there a hundred 
years later. He was similarly generous with the 
bishoprics. He completed the building of  the 
Vác Cathedral. He built new episcopal churches 
in Várad (Oradea, Romania) (“Build a church to 
the Virgin Mary, in whom you will find repose 
with all honour,”) and in Gyulafehérvár (Alba 
Iulia, Romania). He reformed the Archdiocese 
of  Kalocsa, relocating its seat to Bács, where 
he founded a new diocese to the honour of  
St Stephen in 1091, but subordinated it to the 
Archbishop of  Kalocsa.

He was instrumental in reforming ex-
ecutive government and the judiciary. The 
enforcement of  laws had been severely shaken 
by the decades of  internecine strife and other 
internal conflicts. Robbery in particular had 
become rampant, and the laws regulating moral 
life had relaxed. Ladislas could not tolerate this. 

The chronicler wrote, “In his every judgement 
he saw the fear of  God before him.” Therefore, 
in Pannonhalma, in 1078, the second year of  
his rule, in the presence of  the clergy and the 
barons, he passed strict laws to strengthen 
property rights, which had become weakened. 
Neither did he spare the high and the wealthy. 
Any person who stole or poached a thing of  
value greater than a hen was hanged. This was 
greater retribution even than for homicide. 
From the new code of  laws passed around 
1085, it seems that the strict sanctions had been 
effective, and it was possible to lighten one or 
two of  them.

 It was in the spirit of  the time, and followed 
from Ladislas’s great authority and concern 
for church affairs, that he also intervened in 
the regulation of  the living conditions of  the 
clergy. The church council called in Szabolcs 
in 1092 took measures in the matter of  priests’ 
marriages, banned the sale of  church property, 
and ordered the observation of  holidays and 
fasts. The same council imposed punishments 
on those who adopted pagan customs and 
prescribed rules to protect moral life both 
within and outside marriage.

Ladislas was famous for his hospitality. The 
offspring of  more than one king or prince found 
refuge with him. He raised in his court his two 
brothers, Géza’s sons Kálmán and Álmos, and 
King Andrew’s son Dávid. For a while he even 
received Solomon in his court, maintaining 
him as befitted his rank, until Solomon left the 
country of  his own accord.

His services to the Hungarian nation and the 
church were also displayed when he exhumed 
the relics of  Stephen, Emeric and Gellért in 
1083, in the presence of  the highest lords and 
men of  the church, and an enormous mass of  
common people. By this he gave the Hungarian 
people saintly models from their own nation.

Sándor Sík wrote of  him, “He constantly 
carried his life in his hand, on the edge of  
his sword: at every moment he was ready to 
throw everything over for the church, for the 
homeland, for someone – for everything and 
everyone in which or in whom he saw the 
embodiment of  the two sacred things he lived 
for: the Hungarian cause and God’s cause.” His 
entire life, procedures and acts bear the mark 
of  sanctity. The chronicler also portrayed him 
as one who “was always flexible and gentle. He 

consoled those weighed down by trouble, raised 
up the downtrodden, and was the gracious father 
of  orphans. He was known to every inhabitant 
of  the realm as the gracious king. “One of  
his finest virtues was forgiveness. He did not 
punish Solomon in accordance with the custom 
of  the time; he merely kept him prisoner for 
a while, and he himself  constantly prayed for 
Solomon to return to God’s law.” “Pure in body, 
shining in spirit, brave in heart, like a wild lion.” 
Whenever he could, he liked to retreat in prayer. 
The effectiveness of  his prayers is manifested 
in the legends that surround his figure: the 
cliff  rent asunder before the pursuing enemy; 
the appearance of  herds of  deer to feed his 
starving soldiers; water springing from the rock 
at his prayer; coins thrown at the enemy turning 
to stones... Similarly, “St Ladislas’s grass” is a 
panacea against illness.

It is not surprising that his fame spread 
abroad. He was seen as one of  the finest 
embodiments of  the chivalric ideal, and was 
marked out as the leader of  a crusade. This was 
not to be, because on 29 July 1095, he passed 
into the land of  eternal truth. For a while his 
“beatific body” (as described by János Arany) 
lay in the monastery of  Somogyvár, and later 
finally put to rest in Várad. 

His cult burgeoned after his death. The 
people themselves had made him a saint before 
the church did so officially. People visited 
his grave in droves: those seeking healing or 
condolence, and parties to disputes. The fame 
of  his miraculous cures quickly spread. Belief  in 
the sainted king’s relics proliferated; it became a 
custom to decide important disputes there, and 

to swear oaths before the altar of  Ladislas. The 
national church council was held there in 1134, 
and on one occasion the trial of  the Bishop 
of  Zagreb was decided there. It was not long 
before the church took its own, official steps. 
At the urging of  King Béla III, Pope Celestine 
III entered King Ladislas into the ranks of  the 
saints.

The influence of  the chivalrous and 
sainted king did not cease to grow with time, 
and is seen by some as surpassing that of  St 
Stephen. His famous equestrian statue by 
the Kolozsvári brothers was set up in front 
of  Nagyvárad Cathedral. In the words of  the 
song, it “shines like the sun, glitters like gold: 
nobody can have enough of  looking at you.” 
A supposed copy of  this is the herm of  Győr 
Cathedral, which radiates majesty, strength, 
and yet benignity; this is surely the true face of  
the sainted king. Always victorious, “Ladislas 
the Brave” has become the patron saint of  
soldiers, who have gone into battle under his 
protection, chanting, “St Ladislas, help us!” In 
1684, during the war of  liberation from the 
Ottomans, a foreign witness recounted that 
the soldiers around the campfire “made music 
and sung jolly Hungarian songs for half  an 
hour in homage to St Ladislas, whose day it 
was,” so that reverence for him was still alive 
even then.

What was his secret? Perhaps Ottokár 
Prohászka has expressed it most felicitously: 
“In Ladislas, the Hungarian ideal became 
Christian and holy… Christianity from that 
day on became national life, and the Christian 
king became the hero of  the people.”

Coronation of  St Ladislas. 
Miniature from the Illuminated 

Chronicle

St Ladislas’ forearm bone relic in 
the Franciscan apothecary museum 
in Dubrovnik  
(Photo: Bence Gyulai)
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A f ter Géza I died young in 1077, his brother 
followed him on the throne, in accordance 

with the principle of  seniority.
 László, now Ladislas I, mercilessly suppressed 

anyone who threatened the new order of  
rule. All of  his efforts were concentrated on 
consolidating the regime founded by St Stephen. 
His reign saw a considerable expansion of  the 
country’s territory through the annexation of  
Croatia after the royal house of  the Kingdom 
of  Croatia became extinct in 1091. At exactly 
the same time, the eastern part of  the country 
was ravaged by a Cuman incursion, repelled 
after fierce battles. On investigating the causes 
of  this, Ladislas discovered that the nomads had 
been encouraged to attack by Duke Vasilko of  
Terebovl. In 1092, he took his 
army into Russia and extracted 
tribute from the treacherous 
ruler. His successor, Coloman 
I (the Book-lover), confronted 
the same enemy in 1099 when 
Svatopluk of  Kiev called upon 
his assistance again the rebel 
dukes David of  Vladimir, 
Volodar of  Przemysl and Vasilko 
of  Terebovl. King Coloman 
started for war in the company 
of  Koppány and Bishop Lőrincz, 
with a modest army comprising 
mainly heavy cavalry. Their first 
destination was Przemysl, where 
they pitched camp and blockaded 
Volodar’s fortress. David’s wife 
Lanka fled there, and made 
supplication to Coloman, falling 
at his feet and beseeching him 
not to slay her people. In the 
meantime, David made an 
alliance with the Cumans, in 
fact with Bonjak, one of  the 
most renowned Cuman chiefs, 
who three years previously had 
burned the outlying areas of  the 

seat of  the Prince of  Kiev, and nearly taken the 
castle.

A few days later, the Russian–Cuman army 
arrived at Przemysl and pitched their camp near 
the Hungarians. At midnight, the Cuman chief  
went out of  the camp into the fields and started 
howling like a wolf, at which a wolf  answered 
him, and then a whole pack of  wolves started 
to howl. Bonjak took this as a good omen and 
reassured David that next day they would defeat 
the Hungarians. David of  Vladimir put himself  
utterly in the hands of  the Cuman chief. The army 
was arranged according to nomadic customs. 
David set his axemen into one grouping, with 
Cuman horsemen on each side. He sent one 
of  his subordinate commanders, Father Altun, 

ahead with a squadron of  cavalry as a lure. The 
Hungarian army stood in a single body, leaving a 
narrow gap in front of  the camp. Father Altun’s 
horsemen attacked the first unit, and then 
feigned retreat to lure them off. The rest of  the 
army joined the chase. Altun’s horsemen led the 
Hungarians towards the main army. When they 
came before David’s axemen, Father Altun turned 
his horsemen, and Bonjak attacked Coloman’s 
troops from the rear and David in the flank. In 
their pursuit, the Hungarians had lost their battle 
order, the horsemen formed a confused mass 
which Bonjak’s Cumans enclosed in a ring. Panic 
broke out, everybody seeking escape rather than 
victory. Coloman was “surrounded by the nobles 
of  Hungary, who defended him with their bodies 
and led him from danger.” The Hungarian army 
suffered very severe losses. Many were drowned 
in the rivers, and two bishops and Eszény ispán 
lay dead on the field. Gyula ispán got home, 
but died of  his wounds. The Cumans pursued 
the fugitives for two days, took many prisoners 
and looted the whole royal camp. The nomadic 
tactics which the Hungarians had put to such 
good effect during the period of  expeditions had 
now brought victory in battle to the Cumans.

It was Coloman who started off  Hungary’s four 
hundred year struggle with the Republic of  
Venice for possession of  Dalmatia. Coloman 
invaded Dalmatia in 1105, and after a brief  
siege forced the capitulation of  Zara, at which 
the other towns acknowledged him as their ruler 
without a fight. By these conquests, Coloman 
and his successors assumed the titles as King 
of  Dalmatia and King of  Croatia, as well as of  
Hungary, even when the towns were under the 
rule of  Venice or other powers.

The last ten years of  Coloman’s rule were 
embittered by a quarrel with his younger 
brother Álmos. Álmos was not satisfied with 
the duchy, and wanted at all costs to be king. 
From 1105 onwards, he rebelled again and 
again, with Polish, and later German, support. 
Coloman lost his patience and had Álmos and 
his young son Béla – torn from the arms of  his 
mother – blinded. The fall of  Álmos marked 
the end of  the title of  duke. The kingdom 
was no longer divided in this way, the younger 
family members thenceforth being entrusted 
with the government of  Croatia and Dalmatia, 
and later Transylvania.

The Przemyśl disaster

Battle at the Leitha

C oloman was succeeded to the throne by 
his son Stephen II, who was at war with 

one or other of  his neighbours nearly every year, 
although none of  the many events stand out as 
particularly memorable. Dalmatia was lost right 
at the start and not recovered during his lifetime. 
His Russian campaign of  1123 ran into protests by 
the barons leading the troops, and he was forced 
to return home under threat of  being deposed 
in favour of  another king. In 1127, he attacked 

Byzantium and established contact with the 
Serbs, who were in rebellion against Byzantium. 
After his death, the throne was occupied by 
Béla II (the Blind), on whose behalf  it was really 
the Serbian Queen Helen who ruled. Her first act 
was to exact retribution for what had been done 
to her husband. She called a Diet at Arad, where 
68 of  the dignitaries deemed responsible were 
lynched by the mob. The surviving members 
of  the opposition then invited Boris, a Russian 

Idealised portrayal of  Coloman I, 
Nádasdy Mausoleum
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who was allegedly Coloman’s son, to take the 
throne. Boris attempted to return, with Polish 
assistance, in 1132, but Béla defeated him by 
the River Sajó. The defeat did not put Boris 
off  entirely, and after the death of  Béla II, he 
sought and secured new supporters in the King 
of  the Germans, the Duke of  Austria and the 
Duke of  Bohemia. Raising a mercenary army, he 
captured Pozsony Castle in spring 1146, but had 
little time to relish his success, because he soon 
found himself  under siege from the heir of  Béla 
II, Géza II. The German mercenaries lacked the 
will to fight, so that a settlement was soon made 
with the king, and in return for 3000 marks they 
retreated without a fight.

The young king – who could have been no 
more than 16 or 17 years old – felt he could 
not leave this insult unavenged. He knew that 
the Duke of  Austria was behind the events, and 
sent emissaries with a full declaration of  war. 
Prince Henry, whose favourite saying, Jach so 
mir Gott (“By God!”) earned him the nickname 
“jasomirgott” accepted the challenge and started 
to gather his forces.

By 10 September 1146, Géza and his uncle 
Belos Ban had led their army to the Leitha. 
The German advance guard observed the 
Hungarians’ manoeuvres from the opposite 
bank, and Hungarian scouts also went into 
action. They sought out Henry’s camp, and one 
of  them, Guncel, who understood German well, 
went among the Germans and listened to what 
they were saying. The King thus found out that 
not all of  the knights Henry had called up to his 
army had arrived. He thus decided to exploit this 
opportunity and attack the enemy while they 
were still forming up. He set his army into battle 
order on 11 September and started out towards 
the Germans. The water of  the Leitha, shallow 
because of  the drought, presented no barrier, 

and the army had all crossed by early morning. 
Pecheneg and Székely horsemen fanned out in 
front of  the battle lines, raiding the countryside, 
driving off  the German advance guards and 
burning the villages along the river.

Henry was soon receiving reports that 
something was happening on the Hungarian 
side. He lined up his army, but his scouts 
returned without news. Eventually, upon seeing 
the smoke of  blazing fires, they concluded 
that the Hungarians had burnt their camp and 
withdrawn. News of  the retreating enemy spread 
like wildfire among the Germans standing in 
battle order, who looked impatiently towards the 
Duke, awaiting his commands. Henry needed 
no encouragement. Without delay, he gave the 
signal and the army started as a body towards 
the Hungarian camp. Henry galloped at the 
head of  his troop, but more and more fell back. 
Pecheneg and Székely squadrons soon made 
their appearance, and were swept aside by the 
Germans’ momentum, but of  course were not 
trying to halt the knights but draw them before 
the battle lines of  Belos Ban. The Hungarian 
knights were awaiting the Germans in combat 
formation. The charge of  the heavy cavalry 
caused serious disruption of  the battle lines, 
but Belos kept control of  the situation. The 
Germans coming up behind were attacked on 
their flank, but Henry’s first-line knights, in bitter 
hand-to-hand combat, forced their way through 
the Hungarian lines. It was a momentary success, 
for then the patiently-waiting royal squadron 
swung into action. This fresh reserve formation 
decided the conflict. The Germans abandoned 
the struggle and fled for cover. The Hungarians 
chased them to the River Fischa. With a hard 
struggle, Henry broke through the mass and, 
thanks in no small measure to the enormous 
cloud of  dust, he escaped his pursuers. 

A f ter the death of  Géza II, Emperor 
Manuel of  Byzantium saw the opportunity 

for conquering the southern lands of  Hungary. 
The key to the struggle for Syrmia was Zimony 
(Sirmium or Zimun), which changed hands 
several times. In late 1166 or early 1167, a 
Hungarian force raiding Dalmatia captured 
the Byzantine governor of  the area, at which 
Manuel threatened war if  they did not return his 
servant. The armed hostilities were started by the 
Hungarians when they penetrated Syrmia, which 
was at that time held by the Byzantines. The 
Byzantine army mustered at Sofia and set out for 
Sirmium under Andronikos Kontostephanos. 
The Hungarian forces also marched there, 
commanded by Dénes ispán (comes).

The Byzantine general learned from a 
Hungarian prisoner that the army facing them 
numbered 15,000 and had 37 commanders, and 
that the commander-in-chief  was Dénes ispán. 
These figures probably refer to the 400-strong 
formations from the counties, led into battle by 
the ispán of  the county.

The battle took place on 8 July. Dénes set 
his finest heavily-armoured knights in the front 
ranks, and the main army lined up behind them 
in a single body. In the front ranks, it was not 
only the riders who wore armour; the horses also 
had peytrals on the chest and champrons on the 
head. The enormous battle standard flew on a 
high pole above the army, set on a wagon drawn 
by four oxen.

Andronikos set up a deployed battle forma-
tion. At the wings of  the first line of  battle 
were the provincial cavalry regiments, and in the 
centre the Cuman and Seljuk Turkish mounted 
archers. Behind them, in the centre, were the 
heavy cavalry and the infantry archers, with elite 
Byzantine, German and Seljuk horsemen on the 
wings. In the third line of  battle, the commander-
in-chief  was surrounded by aristocrats, Italian 
mercenaries and Serbian auxiliaries.

Around noon, the Byzantine general mounted 
a charge by the light cavalry, to shower the 

Hungarians with arrows and provoke them 
to charge. They were ordered to lure them to 
the wings, so as to open up their battle order. 
At the same time, the cavalry regiments on the 
wings were brought forward. The Hungarian 
commander did not permit his soldiers to break 
order, but led them towards the Byzantines in a 
single body. The cavalry of  the Byzantine wings 
then tried to outflank them, but only prevailed 
on the right wing, and there only temporarily. 
The left wing – against which Dénes himself  led 
the charge – were forced right back to the Sava. 
The commander of  the left wing, Branas, was 
wounded and taken captive. Dénes realised that 
in routing the left wing, a large part of  his army 
was now on the flank of  the third Byzantine 
line of  battle, grouped around the commander. 
He attempted to gather together his soldiers 
for another charge, but this gave time for the 
dispersed left wing to join the third line. The 
successfully-attacking Byzantine right wing also 
turned against Dénes. A bitter close-quarters 
combat ensued. First there was a flurry of  
rapid attacks and withdrawals, during which the 
knights threw javelins at the enemy. The broken 
javelin shafts eventually formed a barrier in the 
centre. Then the swords came out, and the melée 
continued until Kontostephanos’ finest knights 
joined the battle, inflicting dreadful blows with 
their heavy maces. Eventually, the Byzantines 
broke up the Hungarian battle order and the 
slaughter began. Many of  those who fled were 
captured by the Greek flotilla on the Danube. 
The battle beside the Sava put an end to the 
Hungarian–Byzantine wars, Dalmatia and Syrmia 
passing to imperial possession.

The Battle of  Zimun
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the River Sajó. The defeat did not put Boris 
off  entirely, and after the death of  Béla II, he 
sought and secured new supporters in the King 
of  the Germans, the Duke of  Austria and the 
Duke of  Bohemia. Raising a mercenary army, he 
captured Pozsony Castle in spring 1146, but had 
little time to relish his success, because he soon 
found himself  under siege from the heir of  Béla 
II, Géza II. The German mercenaries lacked the 
will to fight, so that a settlement was soon made 
with the king, and in return for 3000 marks they 
retreated without a fight.

The young king – who could have been no 
more than 16 or 17 years old – felt he could 
not leave this insult unavenged. He knew that 
the Duke of  Austria was behind the events, and 
sent emissaries with a full declaration of  war. 
Prince Henry, whose favourite saying, Jach so 
mir Gott (“By God!”) earned him the nickname 
“jasomirgott” accepted the challenge and started 
to gather his forces.

By 10 September 1146, Géza and his uncle 
Belos Ban had led their army to the Leitha. 
The German advance guard observed the 
Hungarians’ manoeuvres from the opposite 
bank, and Hungarian scouts also went into 
action. They sought out Henry’s camp, and one 
of  them, Guncel, who understood German well, 
went among the Germans and listened to what 
they were saying. The King thus found out that 
not all of  the knights Henry had called up to his 
army had arrived. He thus decided to exploit this 
opportunity and attack the enemy while they 
were still forming up. He set his army into battle 
order on 11 September and started out towards 
the Germans. The water of  the Leitha, shallow 
because of  the drought, presented no barrier, 

and the army had all crossed by early morning. 
Pecheneg and Székely horsemen fanned out in 
front of  the battle lines, raiding the countryside, 
driving off  the German advance guards and 
burning the villages along the river.

Henry was soon receiving reports that 
something was happening on the Hungarian 
side. He lined up his army, but his scouts 
returned without news. Eventually, upon seeing 
the smoke of  blazing fires, they concluded 
that the Hungarians had burnt their camp and 
withdrawn. News of  the retreating enemy spread 
like wildfire among the Germans standing in 
battle order, who looked impatiently towards the 
Duke, awaiting his commands. Henry needed 
no encouragement. Without delay, he gave the 
signal and the army started as a body towards 
the Hungarian camp. Henry galloped at the 
head of  his troop, but more and more fell back. 
Pecheneg and Székely squadrons soon made 
their appearance, and were swept aside by the 
Germans’ momentum, but of  course were not 
trying to halt the knights but draw them before 
the battle lines of  Belos Ban. The Hungarian 
knights were awaiting the Germans in combat 
formation. The charge of  the heavy cavalry 
caused serious disruption of  the battle lines, 
but Belos kept control of  the situation. The 
Germans coming up behind were attacked on 
their flank, but Henry’s first-line knights, in bitter 
hand-to-hand combat, forced their way through 
the Hungarian lines. It was a momentary success, 
for then the patiently-waiting royal squadron 
swung into action. This fresh reserve formation 
decided the conflict. The Germans abandoned 
the struggle and fled for cover. The Hungarians 
chased them to the River Fischa. With a hard 
struggle, Henry broke through the mass and, 
thanks in no small measure to the enormous 
cloud of  dust, he escaped his pursuers. 

A f ter the death of  Géza II, Emperor 
Manuel of  Byzantium saw the opportunity 

for conquering the southern lands of  Hungary. 
The key to the struggle for Syrmia was Zimony 
(Sirmium or Zimun), which changed hands 
several times. In late 1166 or early 1167, a 
Hungarian force raiding Dalmatia captured 
the Byzantine governor of  the area, at which 
Manuel threatened war if  they did not return his 
servant. The armed hostilities were started by the 
Hungarians when they penetrated Syrmia, which 
was at that time held by the Byzantines. The 
Byzantine army mustered at Sofia and set out for 
Sirmium under Andronikos Kontostephanos. 
The Hungarian forces also marched there, 
commanded by Dénes ispán (comes).

The Byzantine general learned from a 
Hungarian prisoner that the army facing them 
numbered 15,000 and had 37 commanders, and 
that the commander-in-chief  was Dénes ispán. 
These figures probably refer to the 400-strong 
formations from the counties, led into battle by 
the ispán of  the county.

The battle took place on 8 July. Dénes set 
his finest heavily-armoured knights in the front 
ranks, and the main army lined up behind them 
in a single body. In the front ranks, it was not 
only the riders who wore armour; the horses also 
had peytrals on the chest and champrons on the 
head. The enormous battle standard flew on a 
high pole above the army, set on a wagon drawn 
by four oxen.

Andronikos set up a deployed battle forma-
tion. At the wings of  the first line of  battle 
were the provincial cavalry regiments, and in the 
centre the Cuman and Seljuk Turkish mounted 
archers. Behind them, in the centre, were the 
heavy cavalry and the infantry archers, with elite 
Byzantine, German and Seljuk horsemen on the 
wings. In the third line of  battle, the commander-
in-chief  was surrounded by aristocrats, Italian 
mercenaries and Serbian auxiliaries.

Around noon, the Byzantine general mounted 
a charge by the light cavalry, to shower the 

Hungarians with arrows and provoke them 
to charge. They were ordered to lure them to 
the wings, so as to open up their battle order. 
At the same time, the cavalry regiments on the 
wings were brought forward. The Hungarian 
commander did not permit his soldiers to break 
order, but led them towards the Byzantines in a 
single body. The cavalry of  the Byzantine wings 
then tried to outflank them, but only prevailed 
on the right wing, and there only temporarily. 
The left wing – against which Dénes himself  led 
the charge – were forced right back to the Sava. 
The commander of  the left wing, Branas, was 
wounded and taken captive. Dénes realised that 
in routing the left wing, a large part of  his army 
was now on the flank of  the third Byzantine 
line of  battle, grouped around the commander. 
He attempted to gather together his soldiers 
for another charge, but this gave time for the 
dispersed left wing to join the third line. The 
successfully-attacking Byzantine right wing also 
turned against Dénes. A bitter close-quarters 
combat ensued. First there was a flurry of  
rapid attacks and withdrawals, during which the 
knights threw javelins at the enemy. The broken 
javelin shafts eventually formed a barrier in the 
centre. Then the swords came out, and the melée 
continued until Kontostephanos’ finest knights 
joined the battle, inflicting dreadful blows with 
their heavy maces. Eventually, the Byzantines 
broke up the Hungarian battle order and the 
slaughter began. Many of  those who fled were 
captured by the Greek flotilla on the Danube. 
The battle beside the Sava put an end to the 
Hungarian–Byzantine wars, Dalmatia and Syrmia 
passing to imperial possession.

The Battle of  Zimun
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I n 1195, Béla III took an oath to join a 
crusade. Fulfilment of  the promise, however, 

fell to his son Andrew II, who could postpone 
it no longer because the Pope was threatening 
excommunication.  Preparations for the crusade 
started in 1217 when Sándor, Prior of  the 
Johannites in Hungary, travelled to Venice and 
made a pact with Doge Peter on the chartering of  
ships. Andrew and his army arrived in Spalato in 
late August, to where the ships had been ordered. 
There were some 10,000 men in the royal retinue, 
but the Venetian ships could only carry 1000-
2000, because they had to take their horses with 
them. The largest troop-carrying ships of  the day 
could accommodate 500 soldiers or 150 horses, 
but the capacity of  the Viennese ships was 
probably smaller. The army eventually embarked, 
and Andrew set out in the company of  Prince 
Leopold of  Austria, to join the Fifth Crusade. On 
the way, they called in at Cyprus, where they were 
joined by the French king of  the island, Hugo 
Lusignan.

They arrived in Akkon in mid-October, to find 
a substantial army already assembled. Prices were 
very high in the town, and many of  the poorer 
crusaders set off  for home. 

The objective of  the Crusade was to capture 
Damietta on the Nile and thus break the 
strength of  the Egyptian Sultan. The army of  
20,000 soldiers and 30,000 pilgrims set off  on 4 
November under the leadership of  Andrew II, 
towards Lake Tiberias. When they reached the 
River Jordan, they looted a substantial quantity 
of  food and weapons from the retreating Muslim 
forces. They rested for three days, and then 
crossed the river, continuing along the Jordan and 
destroying everything in their path. When they 
reached Lake Gennesaret, they visited Bethsaida, 
the city of  Apostles Peter and Andrew, the holy 
sites of  Christ’s life, and then returned to Akkon. 
In late November, the crusading army was then 

marched to Mount Tabor near Nazareth to 
besiege the strong fortress built by Sultan al-Adil. 
Andrew did not go with them, choosing to rest 
in Akkon. The Hungarian crusaders were led 
to Tabor by the son of  Dénes, also Dénes. The 

army reached the castle on 27 November. They 
pitched camp at the foot of  the mountain, which 
meant they had to climb the hill every time they 
wanted to prosecute the siege. The first assault 
took place on 1 December. Under cover of  the 

The Fifth Crusade

In his testament, Béla III left the country 
to his son Emeric, but his younger 

brother Andrew soon laid his claim to 
power. The painting by Mór Than shows 

the moment when King Emeric (in the 
middle) forces Prince Andrew (on the 

right) to submission



123 400 YEARS OF THE HOUSE OF ÁRPÁD 122FOR THE HOMELAND UNTO DEATH – 1100 YEARS

Maltese Fresco of  Andrew II being 
dubbed a knight

mist covering the mountain, they crept up to the 
castle gate, but the guard discovered them at the 
last moment, and they failed to take the gate. Two 
days later, they bore an enormous siege ladder up 
the hill and set it up at the Damascus Gate of  the 
fort. The defenders set the ladder on fire with 
naphthalene-tipped arrows, which broke and 
buried many besiegers under it. Depressed by their 
failure, they returned to Akkon on 7 December, 
although the defenders had also suffered serious 
losses by that time, and shortly afterwards, the 
Muslims evacuated the fort and pulled it down. 
During this time, Andrew II boarded ship and 
visited the Hospitallers’ castles of  the County 
of  Tripoli. The Crusaders led another minor 
campaign to the source of  the Jordan, but owing 
to the difficult weather and lack of  food, they 
suffered serious losses. The sources tell us that a 
500-strong Hungarian force penetrated the hills, 
but when they returned to a village to rest, the 

inhabitants, having previously fled, attacked them 
from the neighbouring hill. Many were killed, 
and others, including the leader of  the unit, were 
captured. The rest escaped towards Sidon. A 
Muslim prisoner called al-Gamas offered to lead 
them by an easy route, but instead led them into a 
trap. Muslim sources claim that the whole troop 
was slaughtered, and only three escaped with 
their lives. The Fifth Crusade did not bring any 
military success, but did inflict severe privations 
on Hungary’s population and was thus a spur to 
resistance movements. The most significant of  
these was the uprising by royal serviens. This, in 
1222, succeeded in forcing the King to issue the 
document which became known as the Golden 
Bull. Its last article includes a sanction known 
later as the right to resistance, authorising the 
bishops and nobles to resign allegiance without 
committing treason if  the king did not comply 
with the terms of  the Bull.

The front and back  
of  the Golden Bull

Eugène Delacroix: Entrée des Croisés à 
Constantinople (The Crusaders’ Entry 
into Constantinople), 1841, Louvre, 
Paris
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The Battle of  Muhi monument. 
Wooden crosses on a symbolic 

burial mound commemorate the 
fallen Christian warriors. 

Stone statue of  Prince Coloman on 
the wall of  the church of  Csázma 
(Čazma, Croatia)

Andrew II was followed on the throne by his 
son Béla IV, for whom destiny had a great 
ordeal in store. The rapid rise of  Mongol 
power would take his country to the brink 
of  destruction. On 6 December 1240, the 
besieging Mongol horde captured Kiev. The 
dismal news made Béla IV realise that the 
ravaging horde was unstoppably approaching 
the gates of  the country. The danger, warned 
of  by Brother Julianus, the man sent to seek 
out Magna Hungaria in the land beyond the 

Volga, and by the fleeing Cumans, was now a 
reality, and demanded rapid action to confront 
it. First he reviewed the eastern borders of  
the country and ordered that the Carpathian 
passes be blocked with barriers. To defend 
the Verecke Pass, he sent Palatine Dénes of  
the Tomaj clan. He also warned the military 
captains of  the country about the danger and 
called them on to be ready to go to war at a 
moment’s notice. Among a nobility softened 
by years of  peace, the latter command did not 

have the desired effect, and they spent more 
effort on preparations for carnival than for 
war. On the first day of  March, an emissary 
arrived from Dénes saying that the Mongols 
had broken through the gyepű (defensive 
border) barriers and if  assistance did not 
come soon, they would be unable to hold 
them up any longer. The decisive battle took 
place on 12 March in the Verecke Pass, where 
the defenders were slaughtered almost to the 
last man. The Palatine himself  had only his 
fast horse to thank for his escape and for the 
chance to tell the King about the defeat in 
person on 15 March. The same day, as living 
proof  of  the tragedy, the Mongols appeared 
beneath the walls of  Pest. The troops 
gathering in the town in the next few days 
could only look on helplessly as the raiding 
Mongol bands ravaged the countryside, the 
King having prohibited anyone from leaving 
the town. Eventually, Archbishop Ugrin of  
Kalocsa could bear the inactivity no longer, 
and set off  with his soldiers. The Mongols 
feigned retreat, lured Ugrin’s troops to a 
marshy place and discharged their arrows 
into the immobilised heavily-armoured troop 
until nearly all were dead. It was only by 
good fortune that the Archbishop himself  
managed to escape the trap himself, with a 
few of  his men. He returned to the town in 
shame, without weapons. Prince Frederick of  
Austria soon arrived in Pest at Béla’s request, 
but his presence did more harm than good. 
He came without an army, only a small 
armed retinue, and they recklessly attacked 
the raiding Mongols. Again, they did not wait 
for the confrontation, but feigned retreat. In 
the pursuit, the Prince downed one Mongol 
and captured another. The prisoner was 
taken into the King’s camp, where the army, 
condemned to inaction, praised the Prince for 
his courage and scoffed at the King for his 
hesitation. It was probably also because of  
Frederick that hatred for the Cuman settlers 
among the stirred-up Pest mob precipitated 
in the lynching of  the Cuman chief, Kötöny. 
Upon hearing the news, the Cumans, who had 
gathered against the Mongols, left the country 
to the south, robbing and pillaging on their 
way.

The Prince then contentedly left the camp, 
having made his contribution to the struggle. 

The Mongols appeared beneath the walls of  
Pest every day, seeming to confirm rumours 
that Batu Khan and the main Mongol army 
were camped half  a day’s ride away. This is 
probably what motivated the King to delay 
the confrontation no longer, and to take his 
army into battle at the end of  March.

They set off  in the belief  that after half  
a day’s progress they would fight a decisive 
battle with the main Mongol forces. In fact, 
they rode for at least a week, 20-25 kilometres 
a day, in permanent combat readiness, 
with small Mongol groups appearing here 
and there, the enemy attack awaited at any 
moment. The nights must have been spent 
in similar vigilance. It is no wonder that after 
a week in which they had travelled some 160 
kilometres, the tired army looked for a suitable 
site and pitched camp. The halt was also 
needed to make up their supplies. The army 
had set off  for half  a day’s march, and their 
baggage, especially the food and fodder, was 
only intended for a short time. Continuing 
the pursuit must have posed Béla a serious 
logistical problem, because he had to make 
local arrangements to supply the army for a 
long period. It should be borne in mind that 
this was April, when there was no pasture to 
feed the horses, and supplies for the soldiers 
were unlikely to be found in the countryside 
ravaged by the Mongols. The wagon fort set 
up at Muhi was probably the result of  this 
newly-organised supply, i.e. the presence of  a 
large number of  carts, but it is also possible 
that the halt beside the Sajó was ordered to 
await a new caravan of  supply carts.

Batu probably wanted to attack the 
Hungarian army as it crossed the Sajó. Siban’s 
raiders probably had the job of  leading 
them into a trap set up on the far side of  
the Sajó. By pitching camp, however, the 
Hungarians unknowingly upset Batu’s plans. 
Batu observed the Hungarians’ actions 
closely in the following days, becoming finally 
convinced that Béla’s men were unaware of  
the army camped on the opposite of  the Sajó, 
and were not even guarding the Sajó bridge. 
This inspired him to a new plan. The army 
(a total of  about 20-22,000 warriors), divided 
into two tumens (a tumen is a grouping of  
around 10,000 troops), would cross the river 
at night and surround the camp at dawn. This 

 
The Battle of  Muhi
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would prevent the Hungarians, packed into 
their camp, from spreading out and taking 
up battle order. On 10 April, they made the 
necessary preparations for the river crossing. 
As evening fell, they started to move the 
troops up to the bridge. The moonless night 
kept their manoeuvres hidden. Fortune, 
however, again favoured the Hungarians. A 
Russian taken into slavery made use of  the 
cover of  darkness, escaped to the Hungarians, 
and warned them of  the danger. 

We cannot know how seriously the King 
took the news, but it is certain that he did 
not mobilise his troops. The several-day 
pursuit of  the Mongols since they left Pest 
and the fortified camp had sapped the men’s 
morale. Many were beginning to doubt that 
it was really Batu’s army which had invaded 
the country, and thought they were just 
some pillaging Cuman bands. Of  course not 
everybody had been dulled by the tedious 
life of  camp. The knights grouped around 
Prince Coloman were infused by the example 
of  St Ladislas and saw this as their moment 
for heroic deeds of  chivalry. The harrying 
Mongols had given little chance for this over 
the previous days. Archbishop Ugrin was also 
driven by the desire for personal vengeance 
for his humiliation near Pest. 

Coming up to the bridge, they sighted 
the first Mongols coming over. In the brief  
clash, in which the darkness must have been 
an enormous advantage, Coloman scored a 
brilliant success. They killed the Mongols on 
their side of  the river, or forced them into 
the water. After the victory, they left a guard 
on the bridge, came back to the camp and 
rested. According to the chronicler, Coloman 
and Ugrin spent the rest of  the night armed 
and in full readiness. Even then, however, 
the Hungarian commanders probably did 
not know they had clashed with the advance 
guard of  the main Mongol army. Otherwise 
they would not have returned to camp, or at 
least would have destroyed the bridge. That 
Coloman and Ugrin stayed awake was more 
likely due to their celebrating their victory 
with Templars than vigilance against Mongol 
attack.

Batu had to think again, because Coloman 
and Ugrin’s attack had upset his plan for the 
whole army to use the bridge to cross the Sajó.

He decided that one tumen and the heavy 
combat machinery would cross the river by 
the bridge, but to drive off  the bridge guard, 
he sent Siban with a squadron to go round by 
a ford lying to the west. 

He ordered Subutai to take the other tumen 
across the Sajó on its lower reaches and attack 
the Hungarian camp and army from behind. 
This could only take place after dawn, because 
only a bridge crossing was possible in the dark.

At Batu’s command, the seven war machines 
were towed to the bridgehead at dawn, and 
lobbed stones at the now-visible Hungarian 
bridge guard, while the archers constantly shot 
at them. Siban, having crossed by the northern 
ford, came from behind to attack the bridge 
guard, who left their post and took flight to 
the camp. This left the bridge free for the 
main forces at around 6 am.

Arriving at the camp, the guards raised 
the alarm and awoke the peacefully-sleeping 
soldiers who, seeing Prince Coloman leading 
Ugrin and the magister of  the Templars with 
their men leaving, calmly continued their 
usual morning activity. They did not take the 
attack seriously, thinking that, as in the night 
skirmish, Coloman would once again drive 
off  the Mongols. 

After driving off  the guard, Siban’s troops 
divided into squadrons to reconnoitre the 
Hungarian camp to prevent any threat to the 
crossing of  the main forces. Prince Coloman 
first encountered only the harrying horsemen, 
but as time went by found himself  faced with 
ever-larger units, which by now took up the 
fight instead of  retreating. Several of  his 
soldiers were wounded in these skirmishes, 
and he returned to camp. He now suspected 
that a substantial attack was in the offing. He 
reasoned that in his absence, the army would 
have taken up its armour and be ready for 
battle without delay. He was outraged to find a 
state of  apathy, the King not having given the 
command to prepare. The resulting argument 
turned into recriminations, during which 
Ugrin publicly insulted the King before he set 
off  to face the Mongols again, reinforced with 
troops who had armed up.

The second clash took place at the village 
of  Muhi, and this time they confronted Batu’s 
corps, which had completed its river crossing. 
After intense struggle, they forced the Mongols 

back, when Subutai arrived with the other half  
of  the army and threatened their rear. At that 
point, they were indeed close to victory. Since 
Subutai was delayed, Coloman’s and Batu’s 
forces were numerically roughly equal, and the 
heavily-armoured cavalry, fighting in closed 
order, inflicted enormous destruction among 
the Mongol ranks. Batu had to deploy his 
armoured personal bodyguard, ten of  which 
fell, including a subordinate commander 
named Bakatu. At one point he had to force 
his soldiers back into the struggle by sabre. 
The losses also broke Batu’s resolution. He 
was on the point of  calling the retreat when 
Subutai appeared, recharging his spirit and 
taking over control.

In the meantime, confusion reigned in the 
Hungarian camp. Many only then realised that 
the entire Mongol army was attacking. If  panic 
had not broken out, they could have defended 

effectively, because they had reinforced the 
camp well. If  they had held out until night, 
they could possibly have broken out. What 
happened next was the psychological warfare 
in which the Mongols were well practised.

The tactic brought its usual success. The 
gap left in the ring on the west side encouraged 
many to make a run for it; those who did were 
mercilessly cut down by the Mongols. They 
could have had a chance of  survival if  they 
stayed, because those who waited for nightfall 
in the camp did survive: “When evening fell 
and the Mongols also rested, there was still no 
route for those who tried to flee. Wherever 
they went in the dark, they tripped over the 
bodies of  those still breathing or wailing 
from their wounds,” wrote the contemporary 
chronicler Thomas of  Spalato in his work 
Historia Salonitanorum Pontificum atque 
Spalatensium (Amsterdam, 1666).

Model of  the Battle of  Muhi 
in Boldogkőváralja

They are hardened to labour and fighting, and have immeasurable physical strength… they 
kill few with the sword, but many thousand by their arrows, which they shoot so skilfully from 
their horn bows that there is no defence from their volleys... In character they are haughty and 

rebellious… They are by nature tight-lipped, and are keener to action than words.

Abbot REGINO OF LOTHARINGIA wrote of  the Hungarians in his World Chronicle (908)
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Béla IV and the “Second Conquest”  
– The reconstruction of  the kingdom

Béla IV

Klissza Castle (Kils, Croatia), where Béla 
took his family and court after fleeing the 
Mongols. Here was born his daughter, St 
Margaret of  the House of  Árpád  
(Photo: Bence Gyulai)Having been unable to defend the kingdom 

against the Mongols, Béla IV was obliged to 
review the governance of  his kingdom. There 
were constant reports that the Mongols were 
planning further attacks, and it was impossible 
to know when they would come. He even 
subordinated his children’s marriages to the 
cause of  national defence. Since the Western 
powers – the Pope, the Emperor and the King 
of  France – offered no aid in 1241, he gave his 
daughters to Russian and Polish princes.

The defeat of  1241–42 was primarily a 
military failure, and the first need was clearly 
military reform, but that implied changes to 
other areas of  government. It was largely the 
internal forces of  opposition to Béla who had 
been responsible for the defeat, people who 
would not stop at anything. He now had to win 
them over to the cause of  reform. It is a mark 
of  Béla IV’s greatness that he could abandon 
his own pre-1241 policies and set out on an 
utterly different route. He himself  referred to 
his acts after 1242 as renovatio regni.

The reconstruction

Such was the scale of  destruction caused by 
the Mongol invasion that Béla IV is looked 
on as the second founder of  the realm. The 
King himself  wrote of  generalis destructio 
and regnum depopulatum. Some 15% of  the 
population died during the ravages of  the 
Mongol attacks. Whole villages disappeared 
from the surface of  the earth, and livestock 
and crops were destroyed.

Béla set about organising the re-
construction with great energy. As soon as 
the Mongols had gone, he ordered a stop 
to slave trading and highway robbery. He 
opened the salt mines and gathered together 

those who had been forced to flee their 
towns and villages.

The plan of  settlement he drew up changed 
the composition of  settlers from those 
of  the 12th century. Most of  the incomers 
(hospes) came from neighbouring countries. 
The Cumans, who had themselves ravaged 
the countryside on their departure in 1241, 
returned in the largest numbers, around 1245–
46. They were allowed to settle on extensive 
depopulated lands on the Great Plain. 
Jazygian, Slavic and German groups also came 
into the country. Romanian people moved 
into the southern and south-eastern fringes 
of  the Carpathian Basin, their numbers rising 
to 40,000 by the 14th century. Most of  the 
settlement programme, however, consisted 
of  internal migration. The hospes were no 
longer foreigners, but ethnic groups with a 
social status carrying the maximum degree of  
freedom attainable at that time.

The large ecclesiastical and temporal 
landowners were permitted to establish new 
settlements, a right which had hitherto been 
confined to the crown. Free-settlement 
villages were set up on private estates.

Military reform

The reasons for encouraging the Cumans to 
return were primarily military. They provided 
the King with a much-needed force loyal to 
him alone, forming a large, if  outdated light-
cavalry capacity. Béla was not put off  even 
by the Cumans’ paganism. So important was 
Cuman support that he betrothed his first-
born son Stephen to Elizabeth, daughter of  
the Cuman chieftain. He also made an alliance 
with the Johannite Order, whose duties, in 
exchange for the lands of  Szörény and the 

part of  Cumania beyond the River Olt, were 
to build forts, provide defence and repopulate 
the area. The Johannites neglected their duties, 
and by 1260 Béla had dissolved the agreement 
with them.

In his own household, Béla IV brought 
into military service people of  different social 
status, with modern armour and weaponry. In 
1242, he ordered the towns to raise a specified 
number of  armoured cavalry. In 1243, the 
requirement on the nobility was changed 
from personal presence as light cavalry to one 

armoured knight from every four families.  
A large part of  the royal army, however, 
continued to be serviens regni (freemen 
with small and medium lands), who bore 
allegiance directly to the king and not to large 
landowners. By the end of  Béla IV’s reign, they 
were referred to as nobles. Until the 1250s, 
people of  iobagiones castri (warrior-peasants 
tied to the “castle”), serviens regni and hospes 
status were granted plots of  land sufficient 
to provide one armoured knight. The King 
thus acquired his own armed force, but his 
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A large part of  the royal army, however, 
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the costs were beyond the means of  the crown 
and he was required to share the burden 
with his subjects. The only possible partners 
in ventures bearing such high cost were the 
large temporal latifundia. The landowning 
aristocrats built many castles during the reign 
of  Béla IV, and by 1270 they owned 60 of  
the 100 stone castles erected by that time, the 
other 40 belonging to the King. That did not 
mean that power passed to the aristocrats in 
the same proportion.

Some of  the castle-owning aristocrats 
were unconditionally loyal to the King. There 
were families (or clans) which held up to 3 
or 4 castles, but most had only 1 or 2. The 
castle not only served a defensive function, 
but also was a seigneurial centre, symbolising 
the power of  the lord. Whereas in 1241 the 
earthen castles on the Western border were all 
in crown possession, thirty years later, defence 
of  each section of  the border was provided by 
a stone castle owned by an aristocratic family 
or clan (Kőszegis, Hahóts).

Fortified towns were another important 
item in Béla’s plans. Word about an impending 
Mongol attack in 1247 necessitated the 
building of  a fortress in Buda that could 
accommodate the burghers of  Pest. (This 
became the city of  Buda, the old Buda being 
renamed Óbuda.) The policy gave birth to a 
new form of  settlement, the fortified town, 
where the town itself  was the castle. In 1249, 
fear of  the Mongols prompted him to settle 
the burghers of  Esztergom into areas of  the 
castle laid out for them; the same took place 
in Székesfehérvár.

Reform of  crown  
lands and land grants

Béla IV abolished the practice of  repossessing 
estates, which had alienated the church and the 
higher estates. He then began to make grants 
of  land tied to the provision of  soldiers.

In 1248, he began to retrieve unlawfully-
occupied castle lands, initially only in some 
areas, and then throughout the realm. His 
action applied only to areas seized since the 
Mongol invasion, based on the principle 
of  restoring the pre-invasion status, not 
the status established by Béla III. It was a 
redistributive process, however, because as 
lands were repossessed, the boundaries of  
nobles’ plots were marked out, and the lands 
of  the iobagiones castri, the “castle soldiers”, 
were distinguished from those of  the tenants 
of  the castle estate. This process of  restoring 
title to land lasted until 1258.

Reform of  crown revenues

Béla IV’s revenues divided into two categories: 
regale (due to him as king) and dominalis (due Béla IV escapes from the Mongols, 
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intention to impose the principle of  feudality 
did not meet with success and he abandoned 
the plan in the final years of  his reign. The 
evolving nobility did not have enough money 
to fulfil their service to the King as armoured 
knights on what were increasingly wars of  
conquest.

Castle-building

The outdated earthen forts from the time 
of  St Stephen were not able to provide 
proper defence during the Mongol attacks. 
Some stone castles (Esztergom, Fehérvár, 

Pannonhalma etc.), however, did stand their 
ground. The King therefore needed strong 
forts, and by tradition it was his right and 
duty to build them. Indeed the construction 
of  castles in the kingdom was the exclusive 
right of  the King until the Golden Bull of  
1220, which permitted private castles to be 
built with royal permission. Few took up 
this opportunity before 1241, and there were 
no more than about ten stone castles in the 
kingdom at the time of  the Mongol invasion.

 The King set about castle-building with 
great zeal after the Mongol destruction, but 
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to him as landowner). Dominalis revenue 
came mainly from the northern and north-
eastern counties (erdőispánság). They were 
collected from the erdőispánságs (“forest 
counties”), crown manors, castle lands and 
courtiers’ lands.

The King had coins minted of  good quality 
and therefore of  durable value, putting an 
end to the dominance of  Friesach denars 
(abolished after 1244). The minting of  coins 
was leased to a chamber (held around 1250 
by a Viennese Jew called Henel), but was 
supervised by the Archbishop of  Esztergom. 
Mint chambers were established at several 
points of  the country. Annual money changing 
was still obligatory, but the reform was so 
successful that it was eventually possible to 
abolish enforced money changing.

The stabilisation of  money stimulated 
trade. Customs were reformed in 1250, with 
quality replacing quantity as the criterion for 
road and market customs, and ad valorem duty 
being adopted. Payment of  customs was made 
proportional to the value of  merchandise. Béla 
IV did not try to increase revenue at all costs, 
but wisely subordinated economic issues to 
social considerations.

The main towns were exempted from 
national customs, and the smaller towns 
from regional (one or two counties) customs. 
Towns enjoying full market privileges could 
hold a free market, which meant they kept the 
income from the market.

The King collected the ad valorem customs 
from foreigners. Dominalis revenue changed 
to regale revenue in the area of  mining, which 
became an urban enterprise. The title to the 

mine belonged to the crown, but the ore was 
the miner’s, who paid urbura (mining rent) to 
the treasury.

Extraordinary taxes were collected for truly 
extraordinary events, such as the marriage of  
a member of  the royal family. This had to be 
paid by the serviens regni, who were from 
then on known as the nobility.

The Decree of  1267

The “middle nobility” formed out of  the 
serviens regni produced their own charter. 

Article 1 exempted the nobility from 
taxation and descensus (hospitality). 

Article 2 prohibited the king from arresting 
the nobility or causing them pecuniary loss 
without a judge’s verdict.

Article 3 provided free choice between the 
king and his son.

Article 4 required the return of  confiscated 
noble lands.

Article 5 provided that the property of  
nobles who die without a successor could be 
disposed of  only after settlement between the 
King and the nobility.

Article 6 stated that a noble could not be 
obliged to military service; he would go as a 
volunteer or if  paid.

Article 7 provided for assizes to be held 
on 20 August in Székesfehérvár, where 2-3 
nobles from every county would attend and 
represent the nobles from their country.

Noble counties

The decree of  1267 returned to the nobles 
those of  their lands which had been occupied 
by people of  lower estate. This investigation 
was carried out by two commissioner barons 
in 1268.

“Noble counties” were created in 
Transdanubia by merger, under royal authority, 
of  the jurisdiction of  the county ispán (comes) 
and the szolgabírók (iudex nobilium, “judge 
of  nobles”). Noble interests were represented 
in the judiciary by the megyésispán (comes, 
lord of  the county). The nobility provided 
the social basis for the authority executed by 
the megyésispán, who was drawn from the 
“castle soldier” class. Representation in noble 
counties was provided by the szolgabíró,  

(district administrator) chosen from among 
the county nobility (or appointed by the 
King).

Since the royal lands were given in grants, the 
position of  várispán “holder of  a royal castle” 

and his officers was abolished. There was no 
change to the borders of  the royal counties, it 
was the new internal structure that made them 
noble counties. Counties which were created 
later had this structure from the outset.

Gold seal of  Béla IV
Portrait of Béla IV in the book  

Nádasdy Mausoleum (published in 1664)
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to him as landowner). Dominalis revenue 
came mainly from the northern and north-
eastern counties (erdőispánság). They were 
collected from the erdőispánságs (“forest 
counties”), crown manors, castle lands and 
courtiers’ lands.

The King had coins minted of  good quality 
and therefore of  durable value, putting an 
end to the dominance of  Friesach denars 
(abolished after 1244). The minting of  coins 
was leased to a chamber (held around 1250 
by a Viennese Jew called Henel), but was 
supervised by the Archbishop of  Esztergom. 
Mint chambers were established at several 
points of  the country. Annual money changing 
was still obligatory, but the reform was so 
successful that it was eventually possible to 
abolish enforced money changing.

The stabilisation of  money stimulated 
trade. Customs were reformed in 1250, with 
quality replacing quantity as the criterion for 
road and market customs, and ad valorem duty 
being adopted. Payment of  customs was made 
proportional to the value of  merchandise. Béla 
IV did not try to increase revenue at all costs, 
but wisely subordinated economic issues to 
social considerations.

The main towns were exempted from 
national customs, and the smaller towns 
from regional (one or two counties) customs. 
Towns enjoying full market privileges could 
hold a free market, which meant they kept the 
income from the market.

The King collected the ad valorem customs 
from foreigners. Dominalis revenue changed 
to regale revenue in the area of  mining, which 
became an urban enterprise. The title to the 

mine belonged to the crown, but the ore was 
the miner’s, who paid urbura (mining rent) to 
the treasury.

Extraordinary taxes were collected for truly 
extraordinary events, such as the marriage of  
a member of  the royal family. This had to be 
paid by the serviens regni, who were from 
then on known as the nobility.

The Decree of  1267

The “middle nobility” formed out of  the 
serviens regni produced their own charter. 

Article 1 exempted the nobility from 
taxation and descensus (hospitality). 

Article 2 prohibited the king from arresting 
the nobility or causing them pecuniary loss 
without a judge’s verdict.

Article 3 provided free choice between the 
king and his son.

Article 4 required the return of  confiscated 
noble lands.

Article 5 provided that the property of  
nobles who die without a successor could be 
disposed of  only after settlement between the 
King and the nobility.

Article 6 stated that a noble could not be 
obliged to military service; he would go as a 
volunteer or if  paid.

Article 7 provided for assizes to be held 
on 20 August in Székesfehérvár, where 2-3 
nobles from every county would attend and 
represent the nobles from their country.

Noble counties

The decree of  1267 returned to the nobles 
those of  their lands which had been occupied 
by people of  lower estate. This investigation 
was carried out by two commissioner barons 
in 1268.

“Noble counties” were created in 
Transdanubia by merger, under royal authority, 
of  the jurisdiction of  the county ispán (comes) 
and the szolgabírók (iudex nobilium, “judge 
of  nobles”). Noble interests were represented 
in the judiciary by the megyésispán (comes, 
lord of  the county). The nobility provided 
the social basis for the authority executed by 
the megyésispán, who was drawn from the 
“castle soldier” class. Representation in noble 
counties was provided by the szolgabíró,  

(district administrator) chosen from among 
the county nobility (or appointed by the 
King).

Since the royal lands were given in grants, the 
position of  várispán “holder of  a royal castle” 

and his officers was abolished. There was no 
change to the borders of  the royal counties, it 
was the new internal structure that made them 
noble counties. Counties which were created 
later had this structure from the outset.

Gold seal of  Béla IV
Portrait of Béla IV in the book  

Nádasdy Mausoleum (published in 1664)
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T he King of  Hungary twice clashed with 
Přzemysl Ottokar II at the River Morava. 

The first brought victory for the Bohemians, the 
second was a triumph of  Hungarian arms, but 
opened the way for the rise of  the Habsburgs.

Conflict between Béla IV and Ottokar II over 
possession of  Styria flared up again in spring 

1260. Béla was preparing to invade Bohemia and 
thus deal a decisive blow against his enemy in 
Prague. Since the spring months did not provide 
enough feed for the forces, they made a truce 
until St Ivan’s Day (24 June). The Hungarian 
army marched to the Morava by this date, but 
Ottokar’s army was still mustering around Laa. 

In the last days of  the truce, Prince Stephen 
took a 1500-300 strong light cavalry detachment, 
crossed the river at Morvaszentjános (Moravský 
Svätý Ján, Slovakia), and using the period of  the 
full moon, rode at night, in secret, towards the 
Laa, 40 kilometres distant. On the morning of  
the 26th, they were in camp at Statz in the Ameis 
valley, 10 km from the castle, where Stephen 
displayed his talent as military commander by 
laying a trap for the Bohemians. From early 
morning, small raiding parties ravaged the 
countryside, to convince the enemy that they 
were facing only looters and not an organised 

force. Bearing witness to the success of  this 
tactic is that Ottokar’s army set off  from Laa, 
but finding a troop of  only a few hundred, they 
soon withdrew. Only a determined 500-strong 
cavalry detachment continued in pursuit, its 
knights including the renowned Otto Hardegg, 
Konrad Plain and Kadold the Orphan. The 
ambush was a success. The Cumans, acting as 
the lure, drew the Bohemians, full of  fighting 
fervour, into the Ameis valley, where Stephen’s 
soldiers shot most of  them down with arrows 
and cut down the rest. Only a few escaped to 
take the news to Laa. Ottokar wasted no time. 
He mounted his horse and set off  with his 
army against Stephen. The Hungarians had in 
the meantime collected their booty and were 
preparing to depart, but seeing the Bohemians, 
immediately stood in battle order. Ottokar, with 
his disordered troops and tired horses, did not 
dare to engage, and a sudden storm rendered 
even pursuit impossible. For Stephen’s army, the 
only obstacle was the River Morava, which in 
the meantime had turned to flood, and some 
were drowned in the torrent as they crossed.

The Bohemians fell into a panic after the 
defeat. Ottokar, with great difficulty, held his 
army together, but the arrival of  the Carinthian, 
Salzburg and Styrian armies bolstered his 
confidence in advancing to the Morava. They 
camped around Marchegg, opposite Béla’s camp. 
For two weeks, the two armies stood off  against 
each other, and as the days passed, Ottokar’s 
food supplies began to dwindle. Eventually he 
sent an emissary to Béla to propose a truce 
while one of  the armies crossed the river, so 
that they could have their battle. Béla accepted 
the offer, and they agreed that the Hungarians 
would cross on 12 July and the morning of  the 
13th, and only then would they go into battle. 
On the morning of  the 12th, only the Styrian 
rearguard stood opposite the Hungarians, who 
started the crossing in the early hours at a ford 
they had already reconnoitred. Ottokar pulled 
the rest of  his army back so that they could not 
be seen from the Hungarians’ flanks, although 
later events suggest that they stayed nearby in 
full combat readiness. First to cross were the 
Cumans and the light cavalry, led by Stephen. 
The heavily-armoured cavalry under Béla 

Battles at the River Morava

◄ ◄ 
Meeting of  King Ladislas and Rudolf  
Habsburg on the battlefield before the 
victory over Ottokar. Copy of  an oil 
painting by Mór Than (1872)
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were still waiting on the opposite bank when 
fighting broke out between the Styrians and the 
Hungarians. The swirling body of  light cavalry 
were easy prey for Ottokar’s knights, who 
quickly returned to the scene of  the battle. The 
Hungarians were forced against the river, and 
many of  those who were not cut down met their 
death in the water. Seeing the destruction, Béla 
IV abandoned the camp and fled to Pozsony.

As well as glory, victory brought Ottokar 
possession of  Styria. He could not have 
imagined that 18 years later he would seek out 
his former enemy, the King of  Hungary, as an 
ally.

In 1273, the German princes elected 
Rudolf  Habsburg as their king in preference 
to the very powerful Ottokar. Aggravating the 
conflict between them was that the German 
imperial Diet obliged Ottokar to hand over 
Austria, Styria, Carinthia and Krajina to Rudolf, 
permitting him to retain only Bohemia and 
Moravia. Ottokar was naturally disinclined to 
hand over lands which in many cases he had 
acquired often after a hard struggle, and Rudolf  
was also aware that without military strength he 
could not implement what the Diet had granted 
him. It was a situation in which the King of  
Hungary could tip the balance. Ottokar offered 
peace to King Ladislas on favourable terms, but 
the inveterate anti-Bohemian barons at court 
held sway over the young King’s decisions. 
They saw their chance of  defeating a dangerous 
enemy through alliance with Rudolf. The pact 
against the King of  Bohemia was made in 1277.

In the first five years of  his rule, Rudolf  
was not able to consolidate his power over the 
German princes, who saw him as a rival rather 
than a leader. An indication of  his unpopularity 
is that the Poles, Bavarians, Styrians and 
Viennese burghers all stood under Ottokar’s 
banner. 

Ottokar set off  from Prague towards the 
River Morava on 27 June. Progressing slowly, 
he gathered his army together. In the meantime, 
Rudolf  waited in Vienna, having set the date of  
8 September for the gathering of  his troops. 
Ottokar knew that many had ignored Rudolf ’s 
command, and did not hurry, confident that his 
enemy could only put together a small army. 
The Bohemian army entered Austrian territory 

in late July. First they besieged Drossendorf  for 
16 days and then turned against Laa.

The only way Rudolf  could see out of  his 
plight was to invoke Hungarian assistance. First 
the vanguard led by Palatine Máté Csák marched 
to the Austrian border, followed one month 
later by King Ladislas IV’s 2000-2500 heavy and 
medium cavalry and 500 Cumans, who camped 
at Pozsony on 6 August. On 17 August, György 
Baksa Simonfia led 8000 troops from the 
vanguard to harry the enemy, still forming up, 
in the Laa area, unsettling them with constant 
attacks. Upon being informed of  the support 
by Hungarian forces, Rudolf  wasted no time 
and set off  with the 2500 or so knights he had 
mustered. The two armies united at Marchegg 
on 23 August. From there they marched to 
Dürnkrut, where the Hungarian army pitched 
camp on the west of  the hills ranging to the south 
of  the River Weidenbach, and the Austrians on 
the east, towards the River Morava. Ottokar’s 
army was encamped to the north east of  them, 
close to Dürnkrut. In the following days, the 
Hungarian and Cuman light cavalry went on 
active reconnaissance, thoroughly surveying the 
proposed battlefield and clashing with the Poles 
and Brandenburgers covering the enemy camp. 
After one sizeable skirmish, the Cumans threw 
100 enemy heads on to a pile in front of  the 
generals.

Although the Hungarian and German 
armies were allies, they were not put under a 
single commander. Decisions were made at joint 
councils of  war, including the battle order which 
the two armies were to take up. The Hungarian 
and German armies were to form up in two 
separate orders of  battle. The Hungarians stood 
on the left, in three formations. The first was 
commanded by Palatine Máté Csák, the second 
by Lord Chief  Justice Stephen Gutkeled. The 
third formation was held in reserve, and stood 
to the rear, around a hill, commanded by King 
Ladislas. The weapons of  the Hungarian knights 
did not gleam like those of  their Western 
counterparts, but they had among their ranks 
the flower of  the northern and western county 
nobility, knights hardened in battle. In the first 
ranks stood Péter Csák, older brother of  Máté, 
Lord Chief  Justice Stephen Gutkeled, and 
Amádé Aba. The Germans on the right wing 

also had three formations. The first comprised 
Austrians, the second Swabian, Styrian and 
Carinthian knights led by Rudolf, and behind 
them, well hidden from the enemy, a 50-knight 
squadron under Kapeller Ulrik, held in reserve. 
On each wing, the first two formations consisted 
of  1000 heavily armoured knights. The Cumans 
covered the wings of  the battle order. It was 
they who, during their scouting sorties of  the 
previous days, had thoroughly surveyed the 
battleground and found that the marshy river 
dividing the two armies had dried up and would 
be no obstacle to the cavalry charge.

Ottokar divided his army into a right and 
left wing, each standing in three lines of  battle. 
The right wing, facing the Hungarians, was 
commanded by Milota of  Dedic, Ottokar’s 
former Styrian governor. Here, Bohemians 
made up most of  the first line, Moravians the 
second and Poles the third. Ottokar did not have 
a high regard for the Hungarian heavy cavalry, 
and so set his troops of  higher combat value 
on the left wing, under his own command. The 
first line comprised Meissen and Thuringian 
mercenaries, the second selected Poles, and the 
third Bavarians and Brandenburgers.

At Rudolf ’s request, the date of  battle was set 
for 26 August. It was the delay by the German 
army that put the allied forces into something 
like a crisis. At the final council of  war it was 
agreed that they would mount the attack ahead 
of  the Bohemians, but the German army heard 
Mass in the morning, then the commanders 
took confession, and finally Rudolf  delivered 
rousing words to his knights. In the meantime, 
the Hungarian battle order had taken its place 
on the left wing. Opposite, Ottokar’s army was 
fully assembled and waiting. Sooner or later, the 
vulnerability of  the right wing could have been 
noticed. The key to the situation was the sending 
ahead of  the Cumans. After nine o’clock, 
the boldly attacking light cavalry surrounded 
Ottokar’s battle order and released a hail of  
arrows upon them. The swirling horsemen and 
the dust they threw up effectively veiled the 
Germans, who were coming into position. The 
Hungarian battle order, seeing that Rudolf ’s 
first lines were in place, without hesitation 
charged at the right wing opposite, which was 
unable to prepare to repel them because of  the 

Cumans. With a slight delay, the Austrians on 
the right wing also joined the charge. In this 
period, the light cavalry moved outward to the 
wings, where they put their ranks in order and 
started to attack the troops on the wings and 
rear of  the enemy. This bore fruit mainly on 
the Bohemian right wing, where the Hungarian 
heavy cavalry, in fierce close-quarters combat, 
had overcome the first two lines, while the light 
cavalry obstructed deployment of  the Poles in 
the third line. The Bohemian right wing, being 
forced back, eventually turned and ran, and the 
pursuing Hungarians also captured the enemy 
camp. The gallantry of  the Hungarian knights 
surprised even their German allies. “No flail has 
ever flailed,” wrote a later German chronicler, 
“than Palatine Mátyus and the knights who 
stood with him in the battle; the Hungarians 
wielded their swords as if  they had studied in 
France.” It was indicative of  the ferocity of  the 
battle that in the grim struggle, Palatine Máté 
Csák, leading the first battle formation, came 
close to death when he was swept off  his horse, 
and only escaped after Dénes Péterfia of  the 
Osl clan helped him back on.

On the other wing, the situation was initially 
less promising. Rudolf ’s attack was halted 
by Ottokar’s first line of  battle, and upon 
deployment of  the second, began to be pushed 
back. Rudolf  deployed his second line against 
the pursuing Bohemians, and succeeded in 
halting the enemy at Weidenbach. Fortune was 
on the side of  the Germans, although Rudolf  
nearly had to pay for it with his life. When 
crossing the Weidenbach, his horse tripped, and 
the King of  the Germans found himself  under 
the hooves of  the galloping horses. He did not 
fall into a panic, however, but lay covered by his 
shield until the Swiss knight Walter Ramswag 
freed him from his predicament. The confusion 
caused by Rudolf ’s accident was heightened 
by Ottokar’s deployment of  his third line. 
The Bohemians’ momentum forced back the 
Germans, whose retreat took them ever closer 
to the Morava. That was when the troop led 
by Kappeller Ulrik, who were waiting in a 
valley in one of  the hills around the Morava 
flood plain, went into action. Seeing the army’s 
retreat, they waited until the fray had passed 
them, and then with a tremendous charge burst 
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were still waiting on the opposite bank when 
fighting broke out between the Styrians and the 
Hungarians. The swirling body of  light cavalry 
were easy prey for Ottokar’s knights, who 
quickly returned to the scene of  the battle. The 
Hungarians were forced against the river, and 
many of  those who were not cut down met their 
death in the water. Seeing the destruction, Béla 
IV abandoned the camp and fled to Pozsony.

As well as glory, victory brought Ottokar 
possession of  Styria. He could not have 
imagined that 18 years later he would seek out 
his former enemy, the King of  Hungary, as an 
ally.

In 1273, the German princes elected 
Rudolf  Habsburg as their king in preference 
to the very powerful Ottokar. Aggravating the 
conflict between them was that the German 
imperial Diet obliged Ottokar to hand over 
Austria, Styria, Carinthia and Krajina to Rudolf, 
permitting him to retain only Bohemia and 
Moravia. Ottokar was naturally disinclined to 
hand over lands which in many cases he had 
acquired often after a hard struggle, and Rudolf  
was also aware that without military strength he 
could not implement what the Diet had granted 
him. It was a situation in which the King of  
Hungary could tip the balance. Ottokar offered 
peace to King Ladislas on favourable terms, but 
the inveterate anti-Bohemian barons at court 
held sway over the young King’s decisions. 
They saw their chance of  defeating a dangerous 
enemy through alliance with Rudolf. The pact 
against the King of  Bohemia was made in 1277.

In the first five years of  his rule, Rudolf  
was not able to consolidate his power over the 
German princes, who saw him as a rival rather 
than a leader. An indication of  his unpopularity 
is that the Poles, Bavarians, Styrians and 
Viennese burghers all stood under Ottokar’s 
banner. 

Ottokar set off  from Prague towards the 
River Morava on 27 June. Progressing slowly, 
he gathered his army together. In the meantime, 
Rudolf  waited in Vienna, having set the date of  
8 September for the gathering of  his troops. 
Ottokar knew that many had ignored Rudolf ’s 
command, and did not hurry, confident that his 
enemy could only put together a small army. 
The Bohemian army entered Austrian territory 

in late July. First they besieged Drossendorf  for 
16 days and then turned against Laa.

The only way Rudolf  could see out of  his 
plight was to invoke Hungarian assistance. First 
the vanguard led by Palatine Máté Csák marched 
to the Austrian border, followed one month 
later by King Ladislas IV’s 2000-2500 heavy and 
medium cavalry and 500 Cumans, who camped 
at Pozsony on 6 August. On 17 August, György 
Baksa Simonfia led 8000 troops from the 
vanguard to harry the enemy, still forming up, 
in the Laa area, unsettling them with constant 
attacks. Upon being informed of  the support 
by Hungarian forces, Rudolf  wasted no time 
and set off  with the 2500 or so knights he had 
mustered. The two armies united at Marchegg 
on 23 August. From there they marched to 
Dürnkrut, where the Hungarian army pitched 
camp on the west of  the hills ranging to the south 
of  the River Weidenbach, and the Austrians on 
the east, towards the River Morava. Ottokar’s 
army was encamped to the north east of  them, 
close to Dürnkrut. In the following days, the 
Hungarian and Cuman light cavalry went on 
active reconnaissance, thoroughly surveying the 
proposed battlefield and clashing with the Poles 
and Brandenburgers covering the enemy camp. 
After one sizeable skirmish, the Cumans threw 
100 enemy heads on to a pile in front of  the 
generals.

Although the Hungarian and German 
armies were allies, they were not put under a 
single commander. Decisions were made at joint 
councils of  war, including the battle order which 
the two armies were to take up. The Hungarian 
and German armies were to form up in two 
separate orders of  battle. The Hungarians stood 
on the left, in three formations. The first was 
commanded by Palatine Máté Csák, the second 
by Lord Chief  Justice Stephen Gutkeled. The 
third formation was held in reserve, and stood 
to the rear, around a hill, commanded by King 
Ladislas. The weapons of  the Hungarian knights 
did not gleam like those of  their Western 
counterparts, but they had among their ranks 
the flower of  the northern and western county 
nobility, knights hardened in battle. In the first 
ranks stood Péter Csák, older brother of  Máté, 
Lord Chief  Justice Stephen Gutkeled, and 
Amádé Aba. The Germans on the right wing 

also had three formations. The first comprised 
Austrians, the second Swabian, Styrian and 
Carinthian knights led by Rudolf, and behind 
them, well hidden from the enemy, a 50-knight 
squadron under Kapeller Ulrik, held in reserve. 
On each wing, the first two formations consisted 
of  1000 heavily armoured knights. The Cumans 
covered the wings of  the battle order. It was 
they who, during their scouting sorties of  the 
previous days, had thoroughly surveyed the 
battleground and found that the marshy river 
dividing the two armies had dried up and would 
be no obstacle to the cavalry charge.

Ottokar divided his army into a right and 
left wing, each standing in three lines of  battle. 
The right wing, facing the Hungarians, was 
commanded by Milota of  Dedic, Ottokar’s 
former Styrian governor. Here, Bohemians 
made up most of  the first line, Moravians the 
second and Poles the third. Ottokar did not have 
a high regard for the Hungarian heavy cavalry, 
and so set his troops of  higher combat value 
on the left wing, under his own command. The 
first line comprised Meissen and Thuringian 
mercenaries, the second selected Poles, and the 
third Bavarians and Brandenburgers.

At Rudolf ’s request, the date of  battle was set 
for 26 August. It was the delay by the German 
army that put the allied forces into something 
like a crisis. At the final council of  war it was 
agreed that they would mount the attack ahead 
of  the Bohemians, but the German army heard 
Mass in the morning, then the commanders 
took confession, and finally Rudolf  delivered 
rousing words to his knights. In the meantime, 
the Hungarian battle order had taken its place 
on the left wing. Opposite, Ottokar’s army was 
fully assembled and waiting. Sooner or later, the 
vulnerability of  the right wing could have been 
noticed. The key to the situation was the sending 
ahead of  the Cumans. After nine o’clock, 
the boldly attacking light cavalry surrounded 
Ottokar’s battle order and released a hail of  
arrows upon them. The swirling horsemen and 
the dust they threw up effectively veiled the 
Germans, who were coming into position. The 
Hungarian battle order, seeing that Rudolf ’s 
first lines were in place, without hesitation 
charged at the right wing opposite, which was 
unable to prepare to repel them because of  the 

Cumans. With a slight delay, the Austrians on 
the right wing also joined the charge. In this 
period, the light cavalry moved outward to the 
wings, where they put their ranks in order and 
started to attack the troops on the wings and 
rear of  the enemy. This bore fruit mainly on 
the Bohemian right wing, where the Hungarian 
heavy cavalry, in fierce close-quarters combat, 
had overcome the first two lines, while the light 
cavalry obstructed deployment of  the Poles in 
the third line. The Bohemian right wing, being 
forced back, eventually turned and ran, and the 
pursuing Hungarians also captured the enemy 
camp. The gallantry of  the Hungarian knights 
surprised even their German allies. “No flail has 
ever flailed,” wrote a later German chronicler, 
“than Palatine Mátyus and the knights who 
stood with him in the battle; the Hungarians 
wielded their swords as if  they had studied in 
France.” It was indicative of  the ferocity of  the 
battle that in the grim struggle, Palatine Máté 
Csák, leading the first battle formation, came 
close to death when he was swept off  his horse, 
and only escaped after Dénes Péterfia of  the 
Osl clan helped him back on.

On the other wing, the situation was initially 
less promising. Rudolf ’s attack was halted 
by Ottokar’s first line of  battle, and upon 
deployment of  the second, began to be pushed 
back. Rudolf  deployed his second line against 
the pursuing Bohemians, and succeeded in 
halting the enemy at Weidenbach. Fortune was 
on the side of  the Germans, although Rudolf  
nearly had to pay for it with his life. When 
crossing the Weidenbach, his horse tripped, and 
the King of  the Germans found himself  under 
the hooves of  the galloping horses. He did not 
fall into a panic, however, but lay covered by his 
shield until the Swiss knight Walter Ramswag 
freed him from his predicament. The confusion 
caused by Rudolf ’s accident was heightened 
by Ottokar’s deployment of  his third line. 
The Bohemians’ momentum forced back the 
Germans, whose retreat took them ever closer 
to the Morava. That was when the troop led 
by Kappeller Ulrik, who were waiting in a 
valley in one of  the hills around the Morava 
flood plain, went into action. Seeing the army’s 
retreat, they waited until the fray had passed 
them, and then with a tremendous charge burst 
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upon the Bohemian flank. The unexpected 
attack completely disrupted the disordered 
body of  the pursuers and, taking advantage 
of  the confusion, Rudolf ’s troops resumed 
their charge. At this point, the Hungarian 
heavy cavalry, having turned back from pursuit, 
appeared at the Bohemians’ rear. Seeing that the 
battle was lost, Ottokar tried to escape with a 
small band, but could not break through the ring 
of  Austrians. His horse fell, and in his desperate 
situation, he chose surrender. Shouting his name 
out loud, he declared he was not continuing 
the battle. His attackers, however, were driven 
by vengeance. After they recognised him, they 
attacked with renewed ruthlessness, cutting and 
stabbing. He eventually lay bleeding from 17 

wounds. His vanquishers still knew no mercy, 
and unchivalrously looted him of  his clothes.

Ottokar’s army suffered a fatal defeat. 
Authoritative estimates put the number of  his 
knights who lay dead on the battlefield at more 
than 10,000. Many of  those who took flight 
were looted by the Cumans, and many met their 
deaths in the waters of  the Morava. The victors 
took an enormous booty. The Cumans above 
all gathered up piles of  valuables. There were 
rumours they even considered attacking and 
looting the camp of  the Austrian allies. A few 
days later, the victors left the battlefield. Rudolf  
set off  north to Bohemia. The Hungarian army 
made straight for Székesfehérvár, where they 
gave thanks to God for victory.

Primogeniture and succession  
in the House of  Árpád*

predestination to rule and of  anointment 
as king. It was not the coronation, however, 
which established Stephen’s rule. Despite being 
anointed with holy oil and going through a 
Christian coronation, Stephen had come to 
power by pagan right of  succession as a member 
of  the clan of  Álmos (or Árpád), appointed by 
his father Prince Géza, and with the consent of  
the elders of  the people. After the adoption of  
Christianity, the order of  succession in Hungary’s 

royal house remained what it had been the pagan 
era: the throne passed to the “senior” descendant 
of  Árpád, the oldest male member of  the clan 
capable of  rule. This, however, only applied if  
the previous king had appointed the “senior” as 
his successor, and if  the people – or rather those 
of  their leaders who had a say in national affairs 
– gave their approval.

The Hungarian monarchy was thus hereditary 
within St Stephen’s dynasty, conferred by right 

Blinding of  Prince Álmos and his son 
Béla (the later Béla II the Blind)  
by order of  King Coloman. Not obeying 
the King’s another cruel order,  
the soldiers castrate a dog instead  
of  Béla, so that the House of  Árpád 
may not die out. Miniature from  
the Illuminated Chronicle.

W hen St Stephen adopted the Christian 
religion and other Western Christian 

institutions, he also introduced into Hungary 
the institution of  coronation. With the 
knowledge, indeed encouragement, of  German 
Emperor Otto III, and with the intention of  
entering the community of  Western peoples 
and Christian culture, he requested a crown 
from Pope Sylvester II. On Christmas day of  
the year 1000, at Székesfehérvár, the diadem 

sent by Sylvester was placed on Stephen’s head; 
it now forms the upper part of  the Hungarian 
Holy Crown.

This coronation made Stephen into a king in 
the Christian sense, putting his rule on Christian 
foundations. It put the sovereign’s rights on a new 
foundation, and although actually weakening the 
dynastic and ethnic origin of  his rule, introduced 
a new form of  legitimacy in Hungarian 
royal succession: the legitimacy of  Christian 

BERNARDUS I AYGLIER (1216-1282) French-born Abbot of  Monte Cassino (1263–1282) 
wrote in 1269:

The Hungarian king is powerful; nobody in the north or east dares move  
when he mobilises his army.
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of  seniority. This meant that it was the oldest 
of  capable candidates for the throne who were 
preferred. This tradition persisted from pagan 
times right up to the mid-12th century. Some 
historians, it is true, have claimed that there was 
neither seniority nor other order of  succession 
in the pagan or early Christian eras, the ruler 
choosing his successor on the criteria of  idoneity 
(fitness to rule) from members of  the ruling 
clan. The right of  appointment of  successor was 

indeed so broad that kings could ignore the order 
of  seniority; St Stephen himself  chose a younger 
successor – his son, and later his cousin, St Ladislas 
– in preference to older claimants, as did Endre I. 
Nonetheless, the Hungarian Chronicles, above 
all the Gesta, whose nucleus was written in the 
time of  St Ladislas, although its surviving form is 
that of  the Illuminated Chronicle dating from the 
time of  Louis the Great, clearly state that Géza 
and St Ladislas were enraged at the childhood 

coronation of  Solomon because it put the iunior 
on the throne in preference to them, his seniors. 
It was thus on ground of  lineage that St Ladislas 
had Solomon, younger than him, banished and 
dethroned. Seniority was also the reason cited 
by Simon of  Kéza for Endre’s ascendancy to the 
throne in preference to Béla upon their return to 
the realm after the banishment of  Peter.

There is further evidence for succession 
by primogeniture. Throughout the pagan era 

and up to the mid-12th century, all rulers who 
had male progeny were succeeded by their 
sons. Nonetheless, the tragic fall of  Solomon 
and the quoted chronicle entries stand against 
primogeniture, and it seems that until the mid-
12th century, the reign of  Géza II, it was age 
that decided the succession among potential 
candidates. Thereafter – in the view which has 
been generally accepted since Gyula Pauler 
– Hungarian kings followed the principle of  

Coronation of  Béla II.  
To represent the historical truth, 
the King is represented blind, i.e. 

with closed eyes. Miniature from the 
Illuminated Chronicle

Coronation of  King Stephen III. 
Interestingly, the picture shows the 
proffering of  the coronation sword, the 
office of  a temporal person. Miniature 
from the Illuminated Chronicle
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primogeniture right up to 1301. But this right of  
primogeniture has deeper roots. There was no 
single act which established it as a custom, and 
no single changeover from one king to another 
which changed the ancient order of  succession. 
There were attempts to introduce the new order 
well before 1100, and challenges to it as late as 
the mid-12th century. St Stephen himself  made 
a conscious step towards breaking seniority in 
favour of  primogeniture. This involved more 
than appointing Emeric and blinding Vazul, 
the senior and (as the German annals put it) 
more worthy of  rule, because this would not in 
itself  imply an intended reform of  the order of  
succession, St Emeric being better suited to the 
throne in the Christian sense, than the rash Vazul. 
More significant was that St Stephen adopted 
his second appointee, his sister’s son Peter 
Orseolo, as his own son, and only subsequently 
proclaimed him heir to the Hungarian throne. 
By this act, Stephen made the first step towards 
the introduction of  primogeniture. Endre I also 
tried to make his son Solomon king, and for a 
while he seemed to have succeeded, but in so 
doing flagrantly violated the rights of  succession 
by seniority held by Géza and Ladislas. But the 
attempt was doomed. Having been crowned at 
the age of  two (because, as the contemporary 
Gesta put it: Endre’s sense of  paternal love was 
stronger than his sense of  justice), Solomon fell 
foul of  the internecine struggle which followed 
shortly afterwards. The ’seniors’ could not accept 
rule by their junior. The most tragic aspect of  the 
ten-year war was that Solomon was highly suited 
to rule in both pagan and Christian senses, by his 
military prowess, valour, religiosity and strength 
of  character. His figure was painted in older 
Hungarian historiography and even more so by 
romantic literature in unfairly dark tones, mainly 
because of  his German sympathies, so much so 
that he has become one of  the detested figures 
of  the Hungarian past. Only Hóman recognised 
his valour and unjust fate. The self-tormenting, 
self-accusing life of  the young hermit, deposed 
from the throne, is one of  the most moving royal 
tragedies of  Hungarian history. It should not be 
forgotten that Solomon was revered as a saint for 

a while, and the memory of  the forlorn hermit 
of  Póla (now Pula, Croatia) only faded beside 
the astonishing and all-obscuring greatness of  
Ladislas, so that Solomon had to concede his aura 
as well as his crown to the more fortunate, and 
also more accomplished and worthier cousin. 

The first kings who attempted to introduce 
primogeniture were: St Stephen, who adopted 
Peter Orseolo as his son in favour of  heir-
apparent Emeric; Endre I, who crowned the two 
year-old Solomon; and Coloman appointed his 
son Stephen II, and ultimately blinded Álmos 
and his son, who were constantly rebelling and 
attacking the realm with hostile armies. It seems 
that Béla II handed over the throne to his eldest 
son Géza II peacefully, after holding off  the 
attacks by Borics. The last great struggle between 
seniority and primogeniture broke out after the 
death of  Géza II, ending in final victory for the 
new order. Béla II’s sons Stephen and Ladislas, 
the seniors, did not acquiesce in the throne 
passing to their younger nephew, Géza II’s son, 
Stephen III, because as the contemporary Greek 
writer Kinnamos claimed, the custom among the 
Hungarians was that the crown always passed 
to the surviving brother of  the king. Kinnamos 
somewhat tangled up the truth, but he was right 
inasmuch that it was not the Hungarian custom 
to identify the king’s son as heir. After the deaths 
of  Stephen IV and Ladislas II, it was always the 
deceased king’s eldest son who took the crown. 

When Endre II refused to accept the rule 
of  his nephew, the infant Ladislas III, he was 
pursuing his own interests rather than the 
principle of  seniority, having continually rebelled 
against his elder brother Emeric. Endre II was 
not seeking to uphold any right of  succession; 
he simply wanted to be king. All 13th century 
Hungarian kings consistently asserted that they 
had inherited their fathers’ throne by right of  first 
birth, right up to 1301, when the last bud on the 
tree of  St Stephen’s clan broke off. After abortive 
attempts by Otto and Ladislas, primogeniture 
was re-asserted under the Angevins, and the 
right of  inheritance became so strong that Louis 
the Great passed on his throne to his daughter, 
and Sigismund was succeeded by his son-in-law, 

►► 
IV. Béla crowns his son Stephen V. 
This miniature from the Illuminated 

Chronicle shows the introduction of  the 
custom of  the younger king in 1266.
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the Albert of  Austria, by right of  his daughter 
Elizabeth. Even in the following period, the era 
of  elected kings, it was always the king’s son (and 
the eldest among these) who inherited. This was 
acknowledged by the famous decree of  Rákos 
Diet in 1505 and the other documents, dating 
from the 15th century, defining the place of  the 
estates in the affairs of  state and government.

The right of  the Hungarian monarch to 
appoint his successor survived paganism. In the 
Christian age, the right fitted with the principle 
of  being “born to rule” in the Christian sense: 
a Christian Hungarian king could only appoint 
as his successor a good Christian who was 
sufficiently strong, capable and well-intentioned 
to defend his realm from external enemies, 
maintain internal peace and protect everyone 
in the enjoyment of  their rights. This Christian 
“idoneity” was so strictly upheld, especially 
among the early Hungarian kings, that it broke the 
previous order of  inheritance, seniority, if  there 
was a member of  the clan more worthy of  the 
throne in the Christian sense. St Stephen himself  
appointed his more capable nephew Peter king 
after the death of  Emeric, and excluded from 
succession the senior, Vazul, together with his 
whole family. Later, Borics was unworthy of  
the throne in the eyes of  the Hungarian people 
because he was illegitimate, and “our masters 
have taught us that the church does not give such 
persons its blessing.” This was why, if  a king 
wished to deprive someone of  the right to take 
the throne, he would blind him: Stephen blinded 
Vazul, and Coloman blinded Álmos and Béla. 
A man without sight was not fit to rule. (Under 
Béla the Blind, power was actually held by his 
forceful wife and her brother Beloš Vukanović.)

This pagan right of  succession, Árpád’s non-
bloodline right, changed fundamentally in the 
first century of  Christianity. The custom by 
which a successor was chosen and succession by 
seniority remained as a residue of  the pagan age, 
but the pagan principle of  authority, membership 
of  the clan of  Árpád, could not be the source 
of  authority for a Christian Hungarian dynasty 
which already boasted its own saints. Neither 
could it have been acceptable for the rapidly-
Christianising Hungarian people in the way it had 
been in the time before St Stephen. The right to 
rule held by a Christian monarch was granted by 

God, and could not be passed on by pagan right 
of  lineage on the basis of  a pagan principle of  
authority. That is why the dynasty (and perhaps 
also the Hungarian people) began in the reign of  
St Ladislas – and perhaps even earlier – to trace 
the royal lineage and right of  succession not to 
Árpád or Álmos, but to St Stephen, the founder 
and source of  Christian sovereignty. From the 
time of  St Ladislas and Coloman, the late 11th 
century, the prerequisite for becoming king of  
the Hungarians was descent from St Stephen 
rather than from Árpád or Álmos; the line of  
Turul or Árpád was thus replaced by the line of  
St Stephen. The “Árpád dynasty” as a term for 
the first line of  Hungarian rulers, which included 
Christian kings and pagan princes, was coined 
only in the second half  of  the 18th century, 
following the rediscovery, in 1748, of  the Gesta 
of  Anonymus, which had been lost to memory 
for several centuries. The Gesta identifies Árpád 
as the hero of  the Hungarian conquest. The term 
gained general currency through the romantic 
literature and historiography of  the 19th century, 
and remains in use today. In the pagan era, before 
1000, the ruling dynasty of  the Hungarians was 
the “Turul clan”, and it was that name by which 
its pagan members and princes were referred to 
during the Christian Middle Ages. The use of  
the Árpád name for pagan princes, however, can 
be traced to as early as the 15th century (Knauz 
Chronicle).[…]

The Holy Crown of  Hungary stands as a 
symbol of  the unity and territorial integrity 
of  the kingdom, but it has always borne an 
additional, deeper significance. A very widely-
read book about the Holy Crown, written by 
Count Péter Révay, Guard of  the Holy Crown 
and one of  the functionaries at the coronations 
of  1608 and 1618, gives a very poetic account of  
what the Holy Crown meant to Hungarians in 
the early 17th century. He viewed it as a gift from 
the heavens, presented by angels. The Pontiff ’s 
part in the affair was of  little moment: Sylvester 
II was merely the executor of  a holy order. The 
crown is a gift from on high, the eternal symbol 
and memorial of  the Hungarians’ adoption of  
the Christian faith. Whoever injures the Holy 
Crown not only commits treason, he sins against 
God and the faith. (Révay’s words are infused 
with the rhetoric of  an age of  intensive religious 

struggles.) Révay declared the Holy Crown to 
have a mystical power, attracting the love and 
respect of  the people more strongly than a 
magnet attracts iron. This magnetic virtue and 
mysterious force was so powerful that coronation 
of  the king – for which the Holy Crown was a 
prerequisite – was considered to be of  greater 
significance than his election. (Election of  the 
king did indeed carry little weight at that time, 
and as Révay’s informed admission proves, the 
Hungarian estates were well aware of  the severe 
limitations on their election rights.) Révay went 
on to say, following Werbőczy, that until and 
unless he had been crowned, the king could not 
grant privileges or make donations.

The mystical attraction of  the Holy Crown 
was, however, so great that the kings of  the 
affiliated countries, Croatia, Slavonia, Dalmatia, 
Serbia, Bulgaria and the others, gave up their own 
crowns and submitted to the Holy Crown of  
Hungary. Their own crowns, indeed, completely 
disappeared, having paled by comparison with 
the Holy Crown. The crown of  the Serbian 
despot George Brankovič was said to have 
passed to the Sultan, and Murad would have sent 
it to Bocskai and his associates, an attempt which 
met with a humiliating end, as demonstrated by 
the Peace of  Vienna.

The Holy Crown of  the Hungarians was 
guarded by divine Providence. The starkest proof  
of  this is that as long as the Holy Crown remained 
at home, the fortunes of  the realm remained 
high; when it was removed, the Hungarians were 
afflicted by punishments for having cared for it 
negligently or even injured it in some way.

The Holy Crown did not remain long in the 
hands of  any person unfit to wear it. The bastard 
John Corvin held on to crown for only a few 
years. Révay saw in this the action of  the Holy 
Crown itself: John Corvin’s death was perhaps 
because fate wished the “dignity of  the Holy 
Crown” to pass into foreign hands, depriving the 

Hungarian of  a national royal house. Or perhaps 
the holiness of  the crown rejected Corvin 
because of  his origins.

In Révay’s poetic conception, it was more 
than a common fate that the Holy Crown shared 
with the Hungarian nation. He imagined the 
crown to have a vital, active essence, indeed to 
be the supernatural shaper of  Hungarian fate. 
The Holy Crown was some kind of  mystical 
power that arranged the fate of  the Hungarian 
people, acted as its guardian, rewarding when it 
deserved, and punishing when it faltered, holding 
together by an unearthly, holy attractive power 
the inhabitants of  the kingdom, and even joined 
to the Hungarian people those of  the affiliated 
countries and annexed or conquered territories, 
or at least their leaders.

Révay’s vision of  the Holy Crown, conceived 
in terms of  spiritual purity and crystalline morals, 
stemmed from religious and patriotic feelings. 
He saw the Hungarian people, rent asunder as 
they were in the early 17th century, as a united 
entity. 

It is curious that Révay displayed no 
pessimism whatever in regard to the destiny of  
his people. Was the ground for his optimism a 
realistic appraisal of  the powers then in control, 
or was it his faith, imagination and nationalism 
blinding him to the real condition of  a kingdom 
which was, at that time, split into three parts, a 
people devastated by fire and iron? This degree 
of  trust certainly indicates the enormous moral 
and spiritual resources in the Hungarian people, 
at least in some of  its better representatives.

*Excerpt from Emma Bartoniek ‘A magyar királykoronázások 
története’ (The History of  the Hungarian Royal Coronations. 

Reissued by Akadémiai Kiadó, 1987) 
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God, and could not be passed on by pagan right 
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“Lance was thrust at lance, one of  a 
hero, the other of  a warrior.” Duel 
between high-ranking Hungarian 
and Turkish soldiers. The picture 
faithfully represents Western and 
Eastern arms and battledress.
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W                               i th the death of  the last king of  the 
House of  Árpád, Andrew III, in 1301, 

the four hundred-year rule of  the sons of  the 
conqueror came to an end. There followed an 
interregnum in which claimants to the throne 
wrangled for royal power with the support 
of  lords possessing different parts of  the 
kingdom. The crown was eventually secured 
by Charles, of  the Neapolitan Anjou family. 
He consolidated royal power and raised the 
country up among the great powers of  Europe.

One of  his major campaigns was against 
Basarab, Voivode of  Wallachia. The land beyond 
the South Carpathian Mountains was already 
largely populated by Romanians, and in the first 
decades of  the 14th century was united into a 
state under the rule of  the Cuman Basarab. 
When Hungarian supremacy was restored 
in the border lands of  Szörény in the 1320s, 
Basarab felt threatened, and initially indicated 
an inclination to declare himself  a vassal of  
Charles. He had second thoughts around 1326, 
and sought a protector in the Bulgarian Tsar. The 
Hungarian King therefore set off  on a punitive 
expedition in autumn 1330. He ordered the 
troops to muster after harvest time, and then 
set off  from Temesvár (Timişoara) into the 
Banate of  Szörény. They first besieged Szörény 
Castle, which Basarab had not long previously 
taken. The well-executed siege soon achieved 
its aim, and greatly boosted morale among the 
King’s troops. In the joy of  victory, he restored 
Dénes Szécsi to his title of  Ban of  Szörény. 
Thing went smoothly for the moment, because 
Basarab had withdrawn into the mountains on 
hearing that the King’s army was approaching. 
This and the subsequent events are given in 
great detail in Thuróczy’s chronicle. “After 
capturing Szörény Castle, Charles received 
emissaries from Basarab bearing the message, 
‘Since you, my Lord and King, have taken such 
pains to gather your army, I will compensate 
your trouble with seven thousand silver marks. 
The castle of  Szörény you have captured and 

the land belonging to it, keep in peace; that is 
how I will pay the annual tribute I owe to your 
crown. In addition, I will give you one of  my 
sons, let him live in your court at my expense 
and let him serve you. In this way I wish to 
restore the peace with you; you may return 
in peace and not expose your people to more 
trouble, because if  you happen to return, you 
will not avoid peril.’

King Charles was enraged by the threatening 
tone the message ended in, and he answered 
angrily to the emissary, ‘Tell Basarab that he 
is the pastor of  my sheep, and I will pull him 
from his hideout by his beard.’

Then a baron named Dnacs, ispán of  
Zólyom and Liptó, said to the King: ‘Sire, 
Basarab has addressed you in great humility 
and respect, so honour him in your reply with 
royal grace and love.’ But King Charles repeated 
his previous heated and threatening message 
and issued the command to advance towards 
the River Motru. The march went smoothly 
at first, because the Vlach armies avoided a 
confrontation, but in the bleak country, the 
army soon had to suffer much from cold 
and hunger. Arriving before Argyas in the 
November snow, the Hungarian army defeated 
a small detachment sent to attack by Basarab, 
in which many Vlachs met their deaths and six 
were taken prisoner. Now, Béla offered peace 
to Basarab, who accepted with feigned humility 
in the form of  his original offer, indeed offered 
to provide the King with guides who would 
lead his army to Transylvania by the shortest 
route. But the treacherous voivode had the 
Hungarians led not into Transylvania but into 
a narrow mountain defile. He arrived with his 
army on a road surrounded on all sides, with 
high banks on each side, and ahead, where the 
road was wider, the Vlachs had blocked it with 
barriers. The King and all of  his people had 
not yet even suspected anything of  this kind; 
above, on the banks, an innumerable number 
of  all kinds of  Vlachs were running, throwing 

The Wallachian campaign

◄ 
Charles of  Anjou’s  campaign against 
Basarab. Miniature  
from the Illuminated Chronicle
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Non-Magyar ethnic groups in Hungary  
in the 11th–14th centuries

Major Pecheneg settlements (11th–14th centuries)

Major Mohammedan (Ishmaelite, Káliz) settlements  
(11th–13th centuries)

Major (non-Transylvanian) Székely  settlements (11th–14th centuries)

Major Neo-Latin settlements (11th–13th centuries)

Major (non-Transylvanian) German (Saxon) settlements  
(12th–14th centuries)

Cuman and Jazygian settlements of known (CSERTÁN etc.)  
and unknown (?) names (13th–14th centuries)

The 15th-century Cuman seats. 1. Halas. 2. Kolbáz  
3. Szentelt. 4. Hontos 5. Berény (Jazygians), 6. Kecskemét 7. Mizse 

Székely seats in the 14th century

Transylvanian  Saxon districts in the 13th–14th centuries

The borders of the Transylvanian Saxon seats formed after 1324.

Fejér County
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javelins on the King’s army which was below in 
the low-lying road; it could not even be called a 
road, but a narrow aisle where the press caused 
the strongest horses to fall in every direction 
with their riders. Because of  the steep wall 
on one side they could not scramble up on 
either side against the Vlachs, they could not 
go forward, and they had no way of  escape 
because of  the barriers in their way; they were 
like fish caught in a net. Young and old, barons 
and powerful, all fell. This miserable condition 
lasted from Friday to Monday, and in these days 
these chosen knights clung to each other like 
infants rocked in a cradle, like reeds blowing 
in the wind. It was a dreadful great slaughter, 
and knights, barons and nobles in uncountable 
numbers fell on the vigil of  St Martin, on Friday 
[10 November] and the next day… Eventually 
the Cumans also fell in inestimable numbers… 
The Vlachs took many prisoners, wounded and 
whole; they took from the vanquished many 
weapons, fine clothes, gold and silver coins, 
rich vessels and belts, many purses of  grossi, 
many horses with saddles and bridles, they took 
all of  this and presented it to Voivode Basarab 
himself.

The sons of  many noble Hungarian 
families lay dead on the field. Lőrinc Osl 
Imrefia, founder of  the famous Kanizsai 
family, Lőrinczfia Tamás Aba, Pető, castellan 
of  Csicsó, János Istvánfia of  Csepel, Endre, 
Provost of  Székesfehérvár and Royal Vice-
Chancellor (together with the King’s seal), 
Mihály, Provost of  Pozsega and Miklós, 
Provost of  Transylvania, András, Provost 
of  Sáros, Péter, Dominican friar, and many 
other prelates and barons, into whose heads 
the savage Vlachs drove wooden pegs and 
killed them thus. There were many who were 
taken into captivity. Simonfia of  Nagybánya, 
Lord Lieutenant of  Zaránd, was taken when 
his arm was paralysed, Makó, brother of  
Tatamér, later Provost of  Fehérvár, escaped 
at the price of  one eye. The commander-in-
chief, István Laczkfi fared well because he 
lost only his fine horse. King Charles himself  
only escaped through the noble self-sacrifice 
of  Dezső Szécsi and Dénes Szécsi, Ban of  
Szörény. Seeing that the Vlachs were attacking 
the King’s party most fiercely, he exchanged 

his clothes and weapons with the King, and 
as the Vlachs sought him out and beat him 
to death, King Charles, who was surrounded 
by the human wall of  the elder Dancs and 
his son László, István Laczkfi, Tamás Csór, 
Kolos Szántai, Márton Berendfia and many 
more of  the gallant knights, eventually made 
a fortunate escape. For four whole days, from 
9 to 12 November, Friday to Monday, the 
Hungarian army was in this dreadful position, 
without food, water or sleep, weak from the 
struggle, in fear of  death from the beginning, 
until the remnants of  the army with great 
difficulty forced a way out. Then the King was 
faced with another danger: his horse, drooping 
with fatigue, became obstinate and could not 
or did not want to go further. At this point, 
Tamás Csór offered his own horse, but upon 
exchanging horses, King Charles, himself  
exhausted, slumped from his new horse and 
Kolos Szántai only by great effort managed 
to put him back on the saddle. Thereafter, the 
surviving remnants of  the army faced long 
toils and deprivations before crossing back into 
Hungary in about the middle of  December.”

The Wallachian disaster was instrumental in 
Charles’ subsequently devoting the country’s 
resources to strengthening economic affairs 
and diplomatic relations instead of  making war. 
His greatest success was in autumn 1335, when 
he succeeded in bringing King Casimir III of  
Poland and King John Luxemburg of  Bohemia 
to the negotiating table, resulting in the opening 
up of  new trade routes to Brno, Kassa (Košice, 
Slovakia) and Lemberg, avoiding the Viennese 
customs. In 1339, he made an inheritance treaty 
with his brother-in-law, the childless Casimir, 
under which the Hungarian–Polish personal 
union was established in 1370. On his death in 
1342, he left a strong empire to his eldest son, 
the sixteen-year-old Louis. The young knight-
king’s army was central to his designs. “He 
initiated a campaign against his enemies and 
rebels nearly every year, or every third year,” 
were the praising words of  his biographer, 
János of  Kükülle. This several times brought 
him close to death. At the siege of  Canosa in 
Italy, he was hit in a hail of  stones and plunged 
from the ladder into the moat, suffering serious 
injury. His most prominent military ventures 

were his two Italian campaigns, provoked by the 
murder of  his younger brother Andrew, King 
of  Naples. Andrew’s wife Johanna was accused 
of  the assassination, and when it became 
clear that the Pope was not willing to punish 
the Queen, Louis set out in person in 1347 at 
the head of  his army for a revenge attack on 
Naples. He won a resounding victory at Capua 
on 11 January 1348, captured Aversa, where he 
had Prince Charles of  Durazzo executed. On 
24 January, he triumphantly entered Naples and 
invaded the kingdom. The success was short-
lived. Despite leaving a substantial garrison, he 
was unable to consolidate his power even with 
a second campaign. In September 1350 he was 
obliged to accept defeat. 

The next year, in alliance with his uncle, he 
took up the fight with the Lithuanians. In 1354, 
he resumed his former Balkan policy, and after 
a campaign against the Serbs in 1354–1355, he 
entered on a settling of  scores with Venice. 
His military successes eventually brought him 
control of  the Dalmatian towns (1358).

It was during Louis’ reign, in 1366, that 
the Turkish wars started. In the initial period, 
the battleground was in Bulgaria, and the 
Hungarians were victorious. Louis defeated 
Sultan Murad in 1377, but did not recognise 
the significance of  this accomplishment, and 
did not even fulfil a personal request from the 
Byzantine Emperor for support against the 
Ottomans.

W hen King Sigismund began to assemble 
his coalition army against Sultan 

Bayezid, the French monarchy was still 
struggling with English conquerors on its 
own territory, and the Habsburgs still had a 
position no higher than many other more-or-
less-independent princes. By the time of  the 
tragic death of  Louis II of  Hungary in 1526, 
France had grown into a great power, and its 
King Francis I was fighting a life-or-death 
struggle in Italy with Emperor Charles V 

Habsburg, who had inherited a world empire 
through the felicitous marriages of  his 
forebears. In the meantime, the Byzantine 
Empire and the Burgundy of  the Valois 
princes had disappeared, and political unity 
had been established among the countries 
of  the Iberian Peninsula. The Christian ideal, 
of  which the Nicopolis campaign was the 
final embodiment, was swept away by the 
Reformation, and King Francis I of  France’s 
intention to seek an alliance with the Ottoman 

Europe and its armies 
in the late Middle Ages*

Patriarch JOHN CARDAILHAC of  Alexandria described King Louis the Great of  Hungary  
(1342–1382), whom he knew personally:

As God is my witness, there is no great and powerful monarch I know who conducts himself  
with such humility and modesty, and who – without injury to his honour – is so desirous of  

public peace and tranquillity.
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family, Lőrinczfia Tamás Aba, Pető, castellan 
of  Csicsó, János Istvánfia of  Csepel, Endre, 
Provost of  Székesfehérvár and Royal Vice-
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Provost of  Transylvania, András, Provost 
of  Sáros, Péter, Dominican friar, and many 
other prelates and barons, into whose heads 
the savage Vlachs drove wooden pegs and 
killed them thus. There were many who were 
taken into captivity. Simonfia of  Nagybánya, 
Lord Lieutenant of  Zaránd, was taken when 
his arm was paralysed, Makó, brother of  
Tatamér, later Provost of  Fehérvár, escaped 
at the price of  one eye. The commander-in-
chief, István Laczkfi fared well because he 
lost only his fine horse. King Charles himself  
only escaped through the noble self-sacrifice 
of  Dezső Szécsi and Dénes Szécsi, Ban of  
Szörény. Seeing that the Vlachs were attacking 
the King’s party most fiercely, he exchanged 

his clothes and weapons with the King, and 
as the Vlachs sought him out and beat him 
to death, King Charles, who was surrounded 
by the human wall of  the elder Dancs and 
his son László, István Laczkfi, Tamás Csór, 
Kolos Szántai, Márton Berendfia and many 
more of  the gallant knights, eventually made 
a fortunate escape. For four whole days, from 
9 to 12 November, Friday to Monday, the 
Hungarian army was in this dreadful position, 
without food, water or sleep, weak from the 
struggle, in fear of  death from the beginning, 
until the remnants of  the army with great 
difficulty forced a way out. Then the King was 
faced with another danger: his horse, drooping 
with fatigue, became obstinate and could not 
or did not want to go further. At this point, 
Tamás Csór offered his own horse, but upon 
exchanging horses, King Charles, himself  
exhausted, slumped from his new horse and 
Kolos Szántai only by great effort managed 
to put him back on the saddle. Thereafter, the 
surviving remnants of  the army faced long 
toils and deprivations before crossing back into 
Hungary in about the middle of  December.”

The Wallachian disaster was instrumental in 
Charles’ subsequently devoting the country’s 
resources to strengthening economic affairs 
and diplomatic relations instead of  making war. 
His greatest success was in autumn 1335, when 
he succeeded in bringing King Casimir III of  
Poland and King John Luxemburg of  Bohemia 
to the negotiating table, resulting in the opening 
up of  new trade routes to Brno, Kassa (Košice, 
Slovakia) and Lemberg, avoiding the Viennese 
customs. In 1339, he made an inheritance treaty 
with his brother-in-law, the childless Casimir, 
under which the Hungarian–Polish personal 
union was established in 1370. On his death in 
1342, he left a strong empire to his eldest son, 
the sixteen-year-old Louis. The young knight-
king’s army was central to his designs. “He 
initiated a campaign against his enemies and 
rebels nearly every year, or every third year,” 
were the praising words of  his biographer, 
János of  Kükülle. This several times brought 
him close to death. At the siege of  Canosa in 
Italy, he was hit in a hail of  stones and plunged 
from the ladder into the moat, suffering serious 
injury. His most prominent military ventures 

were his two Italian campaigns, provoked by the 
murder of  his younger brother Andrew, King 
of  Naples. Andrew’s wife Johanna was accused 
of  the assassination, and when it became 
clear that the Pope was not willing to punish 
the Queen, Louis set out in person in 1347 at 
the head of  his army for a revenge attack on 
Naples. He won a resounding victory at Capua 
on 11 January 1348, captured Aversa, where he 
had Prince Charles of  Durazzo executed. On 
24 January, he triumphantly entered Naples and 
invaded the kingdom. The success was short-
lived. Despite leaving a substantial garrison, he 
was unable to consolidate his power even with 
a second campaign. In September 1350 he was 
obliged to accept defeat. 

The next year, in alliance with his uncle, he 
took up the fight with the Lithuanians. In 1354, 
he resumed his former Balkan policy, and after 
a campaign against the Serbs in 1354–1355, he 
entered on a settling of  scores with Venice. 
His military successes eventually brought him 
control of  the Dalmatian towns (1358).

It was during Louis’ reign, in 1366, that 
the Turkish wars started. In the initial period, 
the battleground was in Bulgaria, and the 
Hungarians were victorious. Louis defeated 
Sultan Murad in 1377, but did not recognise 
the significance of  this accomplishment, and 
did not even fulfil a personal request from the 
Byzantine Emperor for support against the 
Ottomans.

W hen King Sigismund began to assemble 
his coalition army against Sultan 

Bayezid, the French monarchy was still 
struggling with English conquerors on its 
own territory, and the Habsburgs still had a 
position no higher than many other more-or-
less-independent princes. By the time of  the 
tragic death of  Louis II of  Hungary in 1526, 
France had grown into a great power, and its 
King Francis I was fighting a life-or-death 
struggle in Italy with Emperor Charles V 

Habsburg, who had inherited a world empire 
through the felicitous marriages of  his 
forebears. In the meantime, the Byzantine 
Empire and the Burgundy of  the Valois 
princes had disappeared, and political unity 
had been established among the countries 
of  the Iberian Peninsula. The Christian ideal, 
of  which the Nicopolis campaign was the 
final embodiment, was swept away by the 
Reformation, and King Francis I of  France’s 
intention to seek an alliance with the Ottoman 

Europe and its armies 
in the late Middle Ages*

Patriarch JOHN CARDAILHAC of  Alexandria described King Louis the Great of  Hungary  
(1342–1382), whom he knew personally:

As God is my witness, there is no great and powerful monarch I know who conducts himself  
with such humility and modesty, and who – without injury to his honour – is so desirous of  

public peace and tranquillity.
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Sultan against the Emperor hardly aroused 
any outrage. The Protestant German estates 
soon entered an alliance against their Catholic 
king, and promised armed assistance to 
France against the Catholic Emperor, even 
though France was the old enemy of  England, 
whose monarchy had reorganised and become 
Protestant. In short, medieval Christendom 
gave way to the modern system of  European 
states based on state interests.

For our present purposes, there is 
no need to go into the details of  these 
revolutionary transformations. However fast 
and fundamental these political and religious 
changes were, Europe had remained very 
stable in the social and military spheres since 
the barbarian invasion against the Roman 
Empire. By the time of  the High Middle Ages 
(11th–13th centuries), agricultural production 
throughout Europe was able to support the 
population and allow war to be waged, and 
the ruling classes, having consolidated their 
position, became the source of  recruitment 

for most non-standing armies until the Early 
Modern Age. There were of  course many 
variations, but the development of  military 
organisation and warfare in the High and Late 
Middle Ages showed a remarkable similarity 
not only in France and Germany, but in all of  
Europe from Castile to Poland. Since Hungary 
had belonged religiously and politically to Latin 
Christian Europe since the time of  St Stephen, 
and had become very close in economic and 
social terms by the 14th –15th centuries, it is 
not surprising that the Hungarian armies 
of  the time had roughly the same structure, 
and fought in more or less the same way, as 
their Western European counterparts. Below, 
we will look at the permanent, or slowly-
changing structures, pointing out the uniquely 
Hungarian aspects. We will not cover the 
development of  the Ottoman army, a complex 
subject which stands on its own.

The 14th and 15th centuries in Europe were 
the age of  transitional armies. With the excep-
tion of  Italy, whose special economic, social and 

political development meant that from the first 
third of  the 14th century it had only mercenary 
armies (the condotta system), largely composed 
of  foreigners (including Hungarians), archaic 
and more recent forms of  military organisation 
lived on side by side. In England, traditional feu-
dal military service quite certainly remained until 
the 1380s, although the higher secular liegemen 
were already being paid by the crown. From 
then on, the basis of  military organisation was 
the indenture system, very similar to the institu-
tion of  dispositio system of  Hungary, which will 
be discussed below. This involved the crown or 
its agents contracting with companies of  various 
strengths and setting the conditions of  service 
in writing, in advance. A similar system operated 
in France, where from the time of  Charles V 
there were laws setting the terms of  service for 
captains and soldiers taken into the army. Prel-
ates and princes within the Empire, and even the 
Emperor himself, as Frederick II did in his war 
against Matthias, engaged soldiers on contract. 
Paid forms of  service other than contracted 
companies, and rooted in feudal obligations, also 
persisted throughout the era. 

The notion of  obligatory military service 
did not completely disappear. Even in England, 
protected by the sea, men of  military age were 
regularly put on exercises, and in France, the arri-
ere – in principle the mobilisation of  all available 
soldiers – was proclaimed several times during 
critical periods of  the Hundred Years War. The 
equivalent institution in Germany was called the 
Landesaufgebot. From the second half  of  the 15th 
century, such institutions only survived in outly-
ing areas which faced permanent and strenuous 
military challenges. Such was the noble levée in 
Hungary or that of  the Scots, who in case of  
external peril had to serve their king at their own 
expense for 30 days.

The germs of  the standing armies in 
Hungary, as in the rest of  Europe, were the 
garrisons of  the strategic defensive castles. In 
England, for example, the garrison of  Calais 
was for a very long time the only military 
force that was permanently kept in arms and 
regularly paid, and it was even capable of  
influencing political developments. 

A similar role was played by the bodyguards 
of  monarchs and princes. In 1398, Richard II of  

England maintained more than 1000 regularly-
paid men under arms in his court, and in 1467, 
the Prince of  Milan’s familia numbered 2000. 
The French court had a military retinue of  
similar size from the second half  of  the 15th 
century, as did Charles the Bold of  Burgundy.

The actual development of  standing armies 
was not of  course merely a matter of  the will of  
the sovereign. It required an advanced money 
economy and its concomitant, a system of  
public finance with permanent and regularly-
raised taxes that could maintain an army. 
This is the point where the development of  
late medieval Hungary departed significantly 
from the Western European model. While the 
gradually-centralising Western monarchies 
raised and regularised their income, Hungary, 
following the death of  Matthias, headed 
for financial collapse. An illustrative fact is 
that while Matthias could only maintain his 
mercenary army if  he put it constantly to use, 
his contemporary Louis XI, by one report, in 
his final years kept 6-8000 Swiss soldiers on 
permanent pay without taking them on a single 
campaign. In the last quarter of  the century, 
the French monarchy could maintain 20-
25,000 men under arms without any trouble; 
when Louis II of  Hungary set off  from Buda 
for the Mohács campaign, he was followed by 
only a few hundred men. Charles the Bold, by 
the time of  his death in 1477, commanded a 
standing army of  some 10,000, and in Spain in 
the early years of  the 16th century, some seven 
thousand soldiers (three thousand on full pay, 
the remainder in reserve, on half  pay) formed 
the monarchy’s permanent armed force.

All major armies during the 15th century, 
regardless of  how they were raised, had as their 
basis the knight in full armour, with long lance 
and sword. There were national differences in 
the type and quality of  their equipment, but 
knights everywhere were drawn from the ranks 
of  the nobility. In Western Europe, chivalry was 
a special ethos as well as a means of  warfare; in 
Hungary, only traces of  this can be detected. 
Nonetheless, most of  the Hungarian armies 
from Nicopolis to Mohács were armoured 
knights of  noble birth. The basic unit of  the 
heavy cavalry, as elsewhere, was the lancea or 
lance, which incorporated an armoured knight 

Imaginary battle scene of  the 
1265 Evesham campaign. The 

swords and lances wielded on 
both sides, and the chain mail 
they wore, are similar to those 

carried during the campaigns of  
the time.
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any outrage. The Protestant German estates 
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king, and promised armed assistance to 
France against the Catholic Emperor, even 
though France was the old enemy of  England, 
whose monarchy had reorganised and become 
Protestant. In short, medieval Christendom 
gave way to the modern system of  European 
states based on state interests.

For our present purposes, there is 
no need to go into the details of  these 
revolutionary transformations. However fast 
and fundamental these political and religious 
changes were, Europe had remained very 
stable in the social and military spheres since 
the barbarian invasion against the Roman 
Empire. By the time of  the High Middle Ages 
(11th–13th centuries), agricultural production 
throughout Europe was able to support the 
population and allow war to be waged, and 
the ruling classes, having consolidated their 
position, became the source of  recruitment 

for most non-standing armies until the Early 
Modern Age. There were of  course many 
variations, but the development of  military 
organisation and warfare in the High and Late 
Middle Ages showed a remarkable similarity 
not only in France and Germany, but in all of  
Europe from Castile to Poland. Since Hungary 
had belonged religiously and politically to Latin 
Christian Europe since the time of  St Stephen, 
and had become very close in economic and 
social terms by the 14th –15th centuries, it is 
not surprising that the Hungarian armies 
of  the time had roughly the same structure, 
and fought in more or less the same way, as 
their Western European counterparts. Below, 
we will look at the permanent, or slowly-
changing structures, pointing out the uniquely 
Hungarian aspects. We will not cover the 
development of  the Ottoman army, a complex 
subject which stands on its own.

The 14th and 15th centuries in Europe were 
the age of  transitional armies. With the excep-
tion of  Italy, whose special economic, social and 

political development meant that from the first 
third of  the 14th century it had only mercenary 
armies (the condotta system), largely composed 
of  foreigners (including Hungarians), archaic 
and more recent forms of  military organisation 
lived on side by side. In England, traditional feu-
dal military service quite certainly remained until 
the 1380s, although the higher secular liegemen 
were already being paid by the crown. From 
then on, the basis of  military organisation was 
the indenture system, very similar to the institu-
tion of  dispositio system of  Hungary, which will 
be discussed below. This involved the crown or 
its agents contracting with companies of  various 
strengths and setting the conditions of  service 
in writing, in advance. A similar system operated 
in France, where from the time of  Charles V 
there were laws setting the terms of  service for 
captains and soldiers taken into the army. Prel-
ates and princes within the Empire, and even the 
Emperor himself, as Frederick II did in his war 
against Matthias, engaged soldiers on contract. 
Paid forms of  service other than contracted 
companies, and rooted in feudal obligations, also 
persisted throughout the era. 

The notion of  obligatory military service 
did not completely disappear. Even in England, 
protected by the sea, men of  military age were 
regularly put on exercises, and in France, the arri-
ere – in principle the mobilisation of  all available 
soldiers – was proclaimed several times during 
critical periods of  the Hundred Years War. The 
equivalent institution in Germany was called the 
Landesaufgebot. From the second half  of  the 15th 
century, such institutions only survived in outly-
ing areas which faced permanent and strenuous 
military challenges. Such was the noble levée in 
Hungary or that of  the Scots, who in case of  
external peril had to serve their king at their own 
expense for 30 days.

The germs of  the standing armies in 
Hungary, as in the rest of  Europe, were the 
garrisons of  the strategic defensive castles. In 
England, for example, the garrison of  Calais 
was for a very long time the only military 
force that was permanently kept in arms and 
regularly paid, and it was even capable of  
influencing political developments. 

A similar role was played by the bodyguards 
of  monarchs and princes. In 1398, Richard II of  

England maintained more than 1000 regularly-
paid men under arms in his court, and in 1467, 
the Prince of  Milan’s familia numbered 2000. 
The French court had a military retinue of  
similar size from the second half  of  the 15th 
century, as did Charles the Bold of  Burgundy.

The actual development of  standing armies 
was not of  course merely a matter of  the will of  
the sovereign. It required an advanced money 
economy and its concomitant, a system of  
public finance with permanent and regularly-
raised taxes that could maintain an army. 
This is the point where the development of  
late medieval Hungary departed significantly 
from the Western European model. While the 
gradually-centralising Western monarchies 
raised and regularised their income, Hungary, 
following the death of  Matthias, headed 
for financial collapse. An illustrative fact is 
that while Matthias could only maintain his 
mercenary army if  he put it constantly to use, 
his contemporary Louis XI, by one report, in 
his final years kept 6-8000 Swiss soldiers on 
permanent pay without taking them on a single 
campaign. In the last quarter of  the century, 
the French monarchy could maintain 20-
25,000 men under arms without any trouble; 
when Louis II of  Hungary set off  from Buda 
for the Mohács campaign, he was followed by 
only a few hundred men. Charles the Bold, by 
the time of  his death in 1477, commanded a 
standing army of  some 10,000, and in Spain in 
the early years of  the 16th century, some seven 
thousand soldiers (three thousand on full pay, 
the remainder in reserve, on half  pay) formed 
the monarchy’s permanent armed force.

All major armies during the 15th century, 
regardless of  how they were raised, had as their 
basis the knight in full armour, with long lance 
and sword. There were national differences in 
the type and quality of  their equipment, but 
knights everywhere were drawn from the ranks 
of  the nobility. In Western Europe, chivalry was 
a special ethos as well as a means of  warfare; in 
Hungary, only traces of  this can be detected. 
Nonetheless, most of  the Hungarian armies 
from Nicopolis to Mohács were armoured 
knights of  noble birth. The basic unit of  the 
heavy cavalry, as elsewhere, was the lancea or 
lance, which incorporated an armoured knight 
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with full armament and a variable number of  
servants and horses. In France, a lance in the 
early 15th century consisted of  an armoured 
knight, a lightly-armed horseman and a squire. 
By mid-century, however, after defeats at the 
hands of  the English, the lance was expanded 
with two mounted archers and a shared 
shield-bearer, which meant six horsemen and 
six horses. Royal decrees from the mid-14th 
century onwards specified the required items 
of  a knight’s equipment and armament, and 
similar regulations may be found in Hungary 
from the middle of  the following century. 

Unlike armoured knights, light cavalry was 
to be found primarily in areas which had direct 
contact with armies that employed oriental 
warfare. Thus, although they may be found 
periodically in French and English armies, 
they took on decisive significance in Castile, 
fighting the Moors, in the Balkans, and – from 
the late 15th century – in Hungary. Venice, 
for example, recruited horsemen from the 
Balkans; they fought wearing Turkish attire 
and riding Turkish horses. Earning much fame 
in the service of  Matthias, even in Western 

theatres, was the Serbian light cavalry. Because 
of  their manoeuvrability, these soldiers needed 
only a tiny target shield, a single-edged curved 
sword (sabre) and a short lance.

The intermediate between knights and 
infantry were the mounted archers and 
crossbowmen, who appeared in England in 
the first half  of  the 14th century. These should 
not be confused with the mounted archers of  
the nomadic armies, because they used their 
horses only for transport and dismounted for 
battle. Following the accomplishments of  the 
English archers (such as at Agincourt, 1415), 
this arm of  the military also appeared in 
French and Burgundian armies. During the 15th 
century, there were experiments in providing 
the archers with armour and strengthening 
their defensive armament, so as not to be 
dependent on their own heavy cavalry in case 
of  enemy attack. Hungarian sources from 
this time also frequently mention mounted 
archers; the armament of  soldiers mustered 
on the basis of  the laws and the telekkatonaság 
(militia portalis) was always the short lance and 
bow, but the sources are silent on the tactical 
role of  these soldiers. 

A well-bred charger had a value at least 
equal to that of  a full set of  armour. In the 
Late Middle Ages, France imported horses 
from England, Germany, Spain and Italy to 
breed specifically for this purpose. In Spain, 
the relatively small number of  horses was a 
serious problem. In addition, a horse taken 
in battle had a value almost equal to that of  
a prisoner. To replace captured or destroyed 
horses, a custom developed in the West that 
the liege lord (to whom military service was 
owed) paid compensation for the lost horses 
on the basis of  a previous valuation. There are 
Italian sources from the 14th century giving 
detailed descriptions of  the soldiers recruited, 
and their horses. No such lists are known of  
from Hungary, but horses were clearly available 
in abundance. Western travellers recalled 
the enormous outdoor herds of  horses, and 
charters mention several hundred head of  
horses on the estates of  even minor nobles. 
The wills of  landed nobles often mention 
chargers (dextrartus) which the owner left to 
a particularly favoured retainer. Horses taken 

as booty from the Turks appear in the sources 
in ever-increasing numbers towards the end 
of  the era. An illustration of  their value is an 
incident in 1524: when one of  Péter Erdődi’s 
men obtained three Turkish horses “by the 
aid of  fortune”, Count Ferdinánd Frangepán 
immediately had them stolen and put their 
owner in prison.

From the mid-14th to the mid-15th 
centuries, infantry had a subordinate position 
relative to cavalry. Foot-soldiers fighting 
with pikes and lances lost their places in the 
English and French armies, and the 
only foot-soldiers retained in the 
battle order held standing shields 
to defend the archers. The situation 
changed again around 1450, when 
centralising monarchies recognised 
the advantages of  large numbers of  
cheap but well-trained infantry over 
cavalry. The 800-strong infantry 
militia, the francs-archers which Charles 
VII of  France took into battle in 
1448 were put on regular exercises 
and fought in predetermined units. 
Despite their name, they included 
crossbowmen, pikemen and hand-
gunners as well as archers. The 
decisive step was taken by Louis 
XI, who took Swiss infantry into 
his service and maintained an all-
year-round force of  his own, French 
infantry, equipped with pikes and 
halberds. Louis’s example was swiftly 
followed by Charles the Bold of  
Burgundy and the other European 
sovereigns, including King Matthias. 
The main strength of  the new Swiss-
type infantry was that soldiers of  
different armament complemented 
each other and no longer depended 
on external support. Olivier de 
Marche wrote, “They were not 
afraid of  the cavalry, because there 
were usually three Swiss together, 
a pikeman, a hand-gunner and a 
crossbowman, who were so well 
practised that they aided each other 
wherever necessary.” The Swiss 
soldiers’ reputation was matched by 

that of  the German Landsknechts (mercenary 
infantry), and the Spanish infantry organised 
on the Swiss pattern; together, they brought 
the age of  the medieval knights to a final close 
in the second half  of  the 16th century.

One episode in the history of  the infantry 
had a substantial effect on Hungarian develop-
ments, despite being a transitory phenomenon in 
itself. This was the story of  the Bohemian in-
fantry, born of  the Hussite popular movement 
in the second decade of  the 15th century. It was 
organised by the brilliant general Jan Žižka, who 

The Battle of  Crécy (1346) on 
the miniature of  Jean Froissard’s 

chronicle.

Also called the fight of  newly 
deployed technologies, this was 

one of  the most significant battles 
during the Hundred Years’ War 

between England and France.

Baronial banderium 
depicted on the altar of  
St. Elisabeth of  Hungary 
in Kassa
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with full armament and a variable number of  
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with two mounted archers and a shared 
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to be found primarily in areas which had direct 
contact with armies that employed oriental 
warfare. Thus, although they may be found 
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they took on decisive significance in Castile, 
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this arm of  the military also appeared in 
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century, there were experiments in providing 
the archers with armour and strengthening 
their defensive armament, so as not to be 
dependent on their own heavy cavalry in case 
of  enemy attack. Hungarian sources from 
this time also frequently mention mounted 
archers; the armament of  soldiers mustered 
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(militia portalis) was always the short lance and 
bow, but the sources are silent on the tactical 
role of  these soldiers. 
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the relatively small number of  horses was a 
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a prisoner. To replace captured or destroyed 
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the liege lord (to whom military service was 
owed) paid compensation for the lost horses 
on the basis of  a previous valuation. There are 
Italian sources from the 14th century giving 
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and their horses. No such lists are known of  
from Hungary, but horses were clearly available 
in abundance. Western travellers recalled 
the enormous outdoor herds of  horses, and 
charters mention several hundred head of  
horses on the estates of  even minor nobles. 
The wills of  landed nobles often mention 
chargers (dextrartus) which the owner left to 
a particularly favoured retainer. Horses taken 
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was obliged to put together an army capable of  
withstanding cavalry attacks out of  largely un-
trained insurgents. His military reform basically 
consisted of  putting the infantry on wagons and 
deploying them in a coordinated system for both 
defence and attack. In defence, the wagons were 
coupled together, if  possible on raised land, al-
lowing free fire for the cannon and hand-gunners 
mounted on them. Such wagon-forts could not 
be besieged by cavalry, and the mounted knight 
lost his advantage against the lesser-trained but 
more versatile infantryman. But defence against 
attack was not enough for Žižka. He set his wag-
ons into columns that could be rearranged from 
marching to attack formation and deployed to 
break up the enemy’s battle order, making use of  
their firepower and numerical supremacy. This 
tactic could only be employed with soldiers who 
lived permanently in camp and spent much of  
their time on exercises.

Although the new-type Bohemian army dealt 
crushing defeats on the mounted armies sent 
against them, mainly German knights, its effect 

on the development of  warfare was 
limited. This was because, unlike the 
Swiss, the Bohemian Hussites did not 
form into an independently-viable in-
fantry without their wagons. Further-
more, the development of  artillery in 
the second half  of  the 15th century put 
an end to the triumphal progress of  
the wagon fort, and the successors of  
the Hussites themselves returned to 
heavy cavalry warfare. The Bohemian 
mercenaries that formed the back-
bone of  King Matthias’ famous army 
were very largely armoured knights. 
Nonetheless, there are two reasons 
why the story of  the Hussite wagon 
fort is more than a footnote. Firstly, 
as we shall see, the wagon fort itself, 
if  only in its defensive capacity, played 
an important part in John Hunyadi’s 
campaigns against the Turks. Sec-
ondly, the wagon-mounted guns may 
be identified as the ancestors of  field 
artillery, assuring the wagon fort an 
honoured place in the history of  arms.

Artillery advanced considerably 
during the 15th century, although the 

real “warfare revolution” took place later. The 
first, unrefined firearms appeared in Europe 
in the first half  of  the 14th century, and spread 
to all countries on the continent within a few 
decades. Up to the early 15th century, cannon 
were assembled out of  iron or bronze rings. 
Later, the technique of  casting guns spread, 
permitting standardisation of  calibres and 
consolidation of  various kinds of  cannon. The 
first half  of  the 15th century was the period of  
the monster guns: the cannon made in Brussels 
for the Prince of  Brabant weighed 35 tonnes. 
Besides siege guns, usually known as bombards, 
there appeared similarly-enormous mortars 
firing 2-300 pound stone balls, and other guns 
of  smaller calibre, some of  which were known 
in Hungary (cerbottana, spingarda, kartaune, 
etc.). It was in the middle of  this century that 
the first gun carriages appeared, facilitating 
the movement of  artillery. Cast guns could 
withstand more gunpowder, and so fired their 
iron or stone balls with greater force, and to 
longer distances.

By the second half  of  the 15th century, 
every European ruler had substantial artillery. 
In 1489, the royal artillery of  Charles VIII of  
France consisted of  150 cannon of  various 
calibres, and the expense of  maintaining the 
artillery accounted for eight per cent of  the 
military expenditure of  the royal treasury. An 
even greater arsenal was possessed by Prince 
Charles the Bold of  Burgundy. In 1513, the 
180 cannon of  the army led by Henry VIII of  
England at the siege of  Lake Tournai used 32 
tonnes of  gunpowder every day. 

The impressive development of  the 
artillery should not hide the fact that its role 
in open battle before the 16th century was 
very limited. Gunnery initially had a merely 
psychological effect, and it was a long time 
before it caused major casualties among the 
enemy. There were three reasons for this: 
cannon had a very slow rate of  fire, were 
difficult to transport, and could not be aimed 

reliably. The cooling required after firing, and 
the slow reloading procedure meant that the 
enemy could launch a rapid assault on the 
artillery, and simply spiked the cannon. To 
defend against such raids, cannon positions 
were reinforced with ramparts and palisades, 
which rendered movement of  cannon during 
a battle impossible. The artillery thus usually 
fought a duel reduced to a few rounds, and 
played no further part in the battle. This 
is illustrated by Philippe de Commynes’ 
eyewitness report of  the Battle of  Fornovo 
(1495), in which hardly ten of  the 3600 Italian 
and French casualties were caused by cannon 
fire. In the great battles, including Mohács, 
the billowing gunpowder smoke caused more 
disruption than the cannonballs.

The situation was different with sieges. 
The artillery in the 15th century was already 
breaking down walls with great effectiveness. 
Nonetheless, the very low rate of  fire meant 
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that breaking a sizeable gap took a long time, 
during which the defenders could effect 
repairs. Additionally, most castles and fortified 
towns by that time were also equipped with 
cannon and firearms, and this raised the 

effectiveness of  defence. The assault on the 
gaps always involved severe losses, and so 
the besiegers preferred the more tiring and 
costly, but less bloody, means of  starving the 
defenders out. As we shall see, it was only the 

Ottomans, with their limitless human reserves, 
that could afford to attempt, several times 
over, to capture a castle, suffering what were, 
in European eyes, inconceivable losses. The 
records show that a well-equipped garrison of  
adequate numerical strength could hold out 
against even the largest besieging army long 
enough for the attackers to be demoralised or 
for a relief  army to arrive and bring the siege 
to an end.

The organisation of  late medieval armies 
and the governments which maintained them 
were such that they very rarely fought open 
battles. The clash of  traditional mounted 
armies generally took the form of  single 
combat on a mass scale, and so resulted in 
few casualties. The modern mercenary armies, 
however, were too expensive to risk them in 
a single battle. Wise and far-seeing rulers like 
Louis XI of  France and Matthias Corvinus 
therefore simply avoided direct clashes. 
Another reason they did so was that although 
the companies making up the armies were 
well-practised units, they were not able to 
manoeuvre together as a body. If  they fell into 
confusion, they often fled en masse or were 
taken prisoner. Looting, even when the battle 
was still in progress, was also commonplace, 
and on several occasions had unexpected 
consequences. Furthermore, since the generals 
themselves usually took active part in the 
fighting, they were caught up in the heat of  
battle and had no overview of  the situation or 
capacity to direct their troops. 

If  armies of  the time did clash – often 
against their will – they usually employed the 
same tactics. The cavalry formed up in curved 
formation to a depth of  three or four ranks, 
and several lateral groupings. Wings were 
formed at the flanks to prevent enclosure. 
The charge did not usually start at once, but 
the groupings followed each other at brief  
intervals. Horsemen advancing side by side 
had to take care to keep pace with each other, 
and not to separate, because the charge only 
exerted its impact in closed ranks. It was 
fundamental that the charging cavalry should 
not pile up or turn round, either of  which meant 
certain defeat. If  the cavalry faced infantry, 
the purpose of  the charge was to break up the 

enemy’s battle order into smaller groups that 
could be destroyed by the following infantry. 
This tactic against experienced infantry, such 
as the Janissaries, proved utterly fruitless. 
Where there were sufficient horsemen, some 
were kept in reserve for deployment wherever 
needed on the battlefield. 

Infantry operations by dismounted horse-
men were another institutional feature of  
Western warfare, although there is no record 
of  it having been used in Hungary. It involved 
knights in full armour fighting without their 
means of  manoeuvrability, the horse, and in 
this mode they were nearly always used in 
defence, only very rarely advancing. Several 
battles are known of  from the 11th century 
where armies of  knights fought on foot. The 
tactic flourished again during the Hundred 
Years War, when the traditional French cavalry 
charge proved ineffective, indeed suicidal, 
against the English archers. 

An example of  a battle order consisting 
almost solely of  infantry was the Swiss 
army at the Battle of  Murten in 1476. They 

15th century French illustration of  the 
Battle of  Hattin three hundred years 

previously, considered a symbol of  
Christian-Muslim confrontation.

Gilded Turkish sabre with silver 
fittings from the last quarter of  the 15th 
century. 



161 THE ANGEVIN AND SIGISMUND ERAS160FOR THE HOMELAND UNTO DEATH – 1100 YEARS

that breaking a sizeable gap took a long time, 
during which the defenders could effect 
repairs. Additionally, most castles and fortified 
towns by that time were also equipped with 
cannon and firearms, and this raised the 

effectiveness of  defence. The assault on the 
gaps always involved severe losses, and so 
the besiegers preferred the more tiring and 
costly, but less bloody, means of  starving the 
defenders out. As we shall see, it was only the 

Ottomans, with their limitless human reserves, 
that could afford to attempt, several times 
over, to capture a castle, suffering what were, 
in European eyes, inconceivable losses. The 
records show that a well-equipped garrison of  
adequate numerical strength could hold out 
against even the largest besieging army long 
enough for the attackers to be demoralised or 
for a relief  army to arrive and bring the siege 
to an end.

The organisation of  late medieval armies 
and the governments which maintained them 
were such that they very rarely fought open 
battles. The clash of  traditional mounted 
armies generally took the form of  single 
combat on a mass scale, and so resulted in 
few casualties. The modern mercenary armies, 
however, were too expensive to risk them in 
a single battle. Wise and far-seeing rulers like 
Louis XI of  France and Matthias Corvinus 
therefore simply avoided direct clashes. 
Another reason they did so was that although 
the companies making up the armies were 
well-practised units, they were not able to 
manoeuvre together as a body. If  they fell into 
confusion, they often fled en masse or were 
taken prisoner. Looting, even when the battle 
was still in progress, was also commonplace, 
and on several occasions had unexpected 
consequences. Furthermore, since the generals 
themselves usually took active part in the 
fighting, they were caught up in the heat of  
battle and had no overview of  the situation or 
capacity to direct their troops. 

If  armies of  the time did clash – often 
against their will – they usually employed the 
same tactics. The cavalry formed up in curved 
formation to a depth of  three or four ranks, 
and several lateral groupings. Wings were 
formed at the flanks to prevent enclosure. 
The charge did not usually start at once, but 
the groupings followed each other at brief  
intervals. Horsemen advancing side by side 
had to take care to keep pace with each other, 
and not to separate, because the charge only 
exerted its impact in closed ranks. It was 
fundamental that the charging cavalry should 
not pile up or turn round, either of  which meant 
certain defeat. If  the cavalry faced infantry, 
the purpose of  the charge was to break up the 

enemy’s battle order into smaller groups that 
could be destroyed by the following infantry. 
This tactic against experienced infantry, such 
as the Janissaries, proved utterly fruitless. 
Where there were sufficient horsemen, some 
were kept in reserve for deployment wherever 
needed on the battlefield. 

Infantry operations by dismounted horse-
men were another institutional feature of  
Western warfare, although there is no record 
of  it having been used in Hungary. It involved 
knights in full armour fighting without their 
means of  manoeuvrability, the horse, and in 
this mode they were nearly always used in 
defence, only very rarely advancing. Several 
battles are known of  from the 11th century 
where armies of  knights fought on foot. The 
tactic flourished again during the Hundred 
Years War, when the traditional French cavalry 
charge proved ineffective, indeed suicidal, 
against the English archers. 

An example of  a battle order consisting 
almost solely of  infantry was the Swiss 
army at the Battle of  Murten in 1476. They 

15th century French illustration of  the 
Battle of  Hattin three hundred years 

previously, considered a symbol of  
Christian-Muslim confrontation.

Gilded Turkish sabre with silver 
fittings from the last quarter of  the 15th 
century. 



163 THE ANGEVIN AND SIGISMUND ERAS162FOR THE HOMELAND UNTO DEATH – 1100 YEARS

formed up into three units, with a very small 
number of  cavalry. The 5000-strong vanguard 
consisted of  elite units of  crossbowmen, 
hand-gunners and pikemen. The main army 
was set into a tapered formation lined by four 
ranks of  pikemen with 5.5 metre-long pikes, 
surrounding halberdiers with 1.8 meter-long 
halberds. Finally, the rearguard was made up 
of  a smaller number of  units of  the same 
composition and shape. In attack, the pikemen 

had the task of  breaking the enemy ranks, 
opening up gaps through which the halberdiers 
could penetrate. In defence against a cavalry 
charge, the pikemen pressed close together in 
a “hedgehog” formation.

The Swiss were the exceptions of  the time. 
The infantry elsewhere, militarily and socially 
subordinate, and incapable of  independent 
combat, always fought together with the 
cavalry. In the battle order, they took their 

places in the formation corresponding to the 
tactic being followed, in a single block or in 
combination with the cavalry. In battle, the 
hand-gunners and archers were called upon 
to thin the ranks of  charging cavalry, and the 
swordsmen, pikemen and halberdiers to halt 
the charge. It was also the task of  the infantry 
to penetrate the gaps opened up by the cavalry 
charge and break resistance. When a battle 
was lost, it was always the infantry, being 
incapable of  rapid retreat, who suffered the 
greatest casualties. This was equally true of  the 
Hungarian armies, of  which we will see many 
examples. Indeed, the proportion of  infantry 
in the Hungarian army was even smaller than 
in Western European armies. For infantry, 
the secret of  effectiveness was experience, 
which the Western monarchies provided by 
either keeping soldiers permanently under 
arms or by hiring well-trained, mainly Swiss 
infantry troops. Matthias also attempted to 
employ Swiss mercenaries, but after his death 
Hungary had no money left to keep a large 
number of  infantry under arms. Without it, 
the Hungarian army had no chance against the 
only permanent, regular infantry of  the time, 
the Janissaries.

*Excerpt from Tamás Pálosfalvi “Nikápolytól Mohácsig 1396-
1526” (From Nicopolis to Mohács 1396-1526. Zrínyi Kiadó, 

Budapest, 2005) 

Knight’s sword and its hilt from the second 
half  of  the 14th century.

Depiction of  a knightly 
tournament in the Medieval 

songbook Codex Manesse
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A fter the death of  Louis the Great without 
a male heir, the throne passed to Mary. 

The Queen Mother and the Horváti family, 
who wielded considerable power in the south, 
each supported a different claimant, but it was 
ultimately Mary’s betrothed, subsequently her 
husband, Sigismund of  Luxemburg, who was 
crowned king. This of  course did not mean 
he acquired supremacy over the kingdom. 
To consolidate his position, he took on as 
allies the Garai–Cilli–Stibor league of  barons, 
against other such leagues, but during his 
reign he relied on the Rozgonyi–Pálóczi–
Hédervári families. The price of  winning 
over the barons was the weakening of  the 
system of  royal castle estates, and thus the 
weakening of  the country’s military potential. 
He had to take account of  the rising military 
strength of  Poland, Bohemia and Venice. The 
greatest threat came from the Turkish Empire, 
which endangered the very existence of  the 
kingdom, and not just the southern counties. 
In 1397, the Diet created the institution of  
telekkatonaság (militia portalis). This required 
the equipping of  5 mounted archers for 
every 100 tenant peasant plots in a defensive 
war. This, however, meant that the soldiers 
were effectively peasants, and were difficult 
to mobilise. The barons were increasingly 
less willing to participate in defence of  the 
country’s borders. The 1439 Diet decided that 
mercenaries should be employed for border 
defence. The institution of  military barons 
was designed to create independence from 
the leagues of  barons. In exchange for part of  
the royal revenues, they were obliged to raise 
heavy cavalry.

The measures taken in defence of  the country 
indicate Sigismund’s mastery of  kingship. He 
is also associated with a major diplomatic 
accomplishment in being the organiser of  the 
last European crusade. 

 
In 1394, Sultan Bayezid ejected Prince Mircea 
of  Wallachia and installed the puppet Vlad in 
his place. Mircea fled to Hungary and asked 
Sigismund’s help. The next year, Sigismund 
personally led a campaign to Wallachia, defeated 
the Turkish-leaning voivode and helped Mircea 
the Elder to regain his throne. The Hungarian 
armies reached the Danube and recaptured Little 
Nicopolis from the Turks. The military position 
now made it possible to force the Ottomans back, 
but the Kingdom of  Hungary did not have the 
military strength to do so on its own, and he called 
upon the support of  cavalry from throughout 
Europe. Sigismund approached the European 
powers via the talented diplomat Miklós of  
Kanizsa, who found the most receptive ears in 
France. A contingent of  nearly 1000 armoured 
knights set off  for Hungary under the command 
of  Count John of  Nevers, heir to the throne of  
Burgundy.

In summer 1396, the German Knights and 
knights of  the Johannites, as well as knights from 
England, Poland, Styria, Germany and Bohemia 
were assembled in the royal camp and waiting to 
set off  on what they were confident would be a 
successful campaign. “If  the sky should fall, we 
will hold it up with the tip of  our lances!” was 
the knights’ watchword. The Crusaders set off  
on their campaign in two columns. One column 
united with the Transylvania army in the Olt 
valley, and the other, led by the King, marched 
beside the Danube to Nicopolis, one of  the 
main bridgeheads for Ottoman armies into the 
Balkans. 

The great fortress was defended by Toghan Bey 
and a large number of  soldiers. Without suitable 
siege engines, the Christian army attempted to 
starve the defenders out. The relief  army led 
by Sultan Bayezid approached the town on 24 
September. A council of  war sat in the evening 
to draw up a plan of  attack for the next day. 
Sigismund and his commanders were familiar 
with the Ottoman tactics of  initially deploying the 
light cavalry, who then retreated to the solid body 
of  the well dug-in infantry. This had the function 
of  breaking the momentum of  the enemy charge 
and preparing the way for the counter-attack 

by the heavier cavalry. This was the basis of  
the Hungarians’ proposed order of  battle. The 
Hungarian cavalry would have started the attack, 
preparing the field for a charge by the allied heavy 
cavalry. The French demurred, insisting that 
they attack in the front rank, and that the other 
groupings take part only in the development of  
the charge. Despite Sigismund’s every effort, no 
consensus could be reached. On the morning 
of  25 September, the Hungarian King went in 
person into the French camp and attempted 
to persuade the commanders to change their 
view, again without success. He also perceived 
that the French contingent had effectively 
decided to operate on its own. They prepared 
for battle without heed for the other forces. The 
subsequent course of  events suggests they must 
have had their own plan of  attack, based on false 
knowledge they had acquired about the Turks. 
They planned to break up the Ottoman cavalry 
in a sweeping charge, dismount, and engage the 
infantry on foot. The problem was not so much 
with the French commanders’ excessive self-
confidence so much as their failure to conduct 
the battle together with their allies. They were 
trained fighters, with excellent weaponry and 
armour, but their inability to cooperate with allies 
in battle had been proved by the 1346 Battle of  

The Battle  
of  Nicopolis (September 1396)*
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Sigismund  

of  Luxemburg 

French and Burgundian knights from 
The Book of  Hours of  the Duke 
of  Berry (Trés riches heures du duc 
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A fter the death of  Louis the Great without 
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Crécy, where the French knights ran down their 
own Genovese crossbowmen during the charge. 
It was to be feared that the Hungarian and 
Wallachian cavalry fighting in the van at Nicopolis 
would be in for a similar fate, because in the 
heat of  the battle, it would have been difficult 
for the French to distinguish foreign-speaking 
soldiers from the Turks. Upon returning to 
camp, the King immediately issued the order to 
take up battle order. In the meantime, the French 
moved out of  their camp in long rows, taking 
up a formation in the field in front along a long 
line. As soon as they had formed up, they started 
advancing against the Turkish cavalry which had 
just appeared at the edge of  the field in front of  
them. The Hungarian and allied troops were not 
yet ready to charge. István Laczkfy commanded 
the right wing, King Sigismund and Herman of  
Cilli the centre, and Voivode Mircse of  Wallachia 
the left wing. The right wing consisted purely 
of  Hungarians, the centre of  Hungarians and 
Germans (mainly Bavarians and Styrians), the 
former commanded by Count Herman of  Cilli, 
the latter by the Kanizsais – János, Rozgonyi 
and Forgách Maróthi. The left wing contained 
purely Wallachians. Behind them was a reserve 
of  Bohemians, Poles, Serbs and Bosnians led 
by Miklós Garai, Ban of  Croatia. The closed 
charge of  the French swept away the Turkish 
light cavalry standing in the front. Pursuing the 
fugitives, they reached the camp of  the Ottoman 
infantry, surrounded by an obstacle of  pointed 
stakes driven into the ground at an angle. The 
French dismounted, arranged themselves into a 
tight mass, and started to charge. The Janissaries’ 
arrows must have made little impression on their 
armour, and they pressed forward unhindered. 
The Turkish infantry soon started to retreat. 

Until that moment, the hope of  victory was on 
the Christian side. But the dismounted knights 
were not capable of  pursuing the retreating 
Turks. They would have needed the Hungarian 
and allied forces that had been left behind. The 
Sultan now deployed the Spahis, who attacked 
the French knights’ horses. The shield-bearers 
fled towards the camp, as did the horses. In 
the meantime, the King gave the command to 
advance, but they had not reached the Janissaries’ 
positions when the mass of  riderless French 
horses, with the Ottoman cavalry behind, rushed 
towards them. This slowed down the advance and 
disrupted the battle order. Through determined 
struggle, however, the Ottoman cavalry was 
pushed back and the troops led by the King 
reached the remnants of  the French knights 
fighting on foot. A bloody hand-to-hand combat 
ensued between the cavalry, in which Sigismund’s 
army began to make headway. The battleground, 
however, harboured an unpleasant surprise.  A 
substantial troop of  Serbs was hidden in one of  
the alluvial valleys, and made a surprise attack on 
the flank of  the Christian army. The momentary 
confusion allowed the remnants of  the Ottoman 
army to regroup and launch a counter-attack. 
Control slipped from Sigismund’s hands, and 
his multinational army took flight in whatever 
direction they could. 

The defeat was definite proof  that the main 
task of  the following decades would be to halt 
the Ottoman expansion. The failure of  the 
campaign pointed up the importance of  strong 

► 
Scene of  the Battle of  Nicopolis from 

one of  the chronicles in the Topkapi 
Seray Museum. The Turks hold the 
castle, under siege by the Crusading 

army, in which the Hungarians are in 
the central division. The Crusaders’ 

guns are of  particular interest.
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were not capable of  pursuing the retreating 
Turks. They would have needed the Hungarian 
and allied forces that had been left behind. The 
Sultan now deployed the Spahis, who attacked 
the French knights’ horses. The shield-bearers 
fled towards the camp, as did the horses. In 
the meantime, the King gave the command to 
advance, but they had not reached the Janissaries’ 
positions when the mass of  riderless French 
horses, with the Ottoman cavalry behind, rushed 
towards them. This slowed down the advance and 
disrupted the battle order. Through determined 
struggle, however, the Ottoman cavalry was 
pushed back and the troops led by the King 
reached the remnants of  the French knights 
fighting on foot. A bloody hand-to-hand combat 
ensued between the cavalry, in which Sigismund’s 
army began to make headway. The battleground, 
however, harboured an unpleasant surprise.  A 
substantial troop of  Serbs was hidden in one of  
the alluvial valleys, and made a surprise attack on 
the flank of  the Christian army. The momentary 
confusion allowed the remnants of  the Ottoman 
army to regroup and launch a counter-attack. 
Control slipped from Sigismund’s hands, and 
his multinational army took flight in whatever 
direction they could. 
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defence, which Sigismund sought to provide by 
a set of  buffer states along the southern borders, 
and when this failed, a line of  defensive forts. 
Around 1435, he directed every available source 
of  revenue in the south of  the country towards 
defence of  the threatened border, and put the 
entire line of  border fortresses between Szörény 
and the Adriatic under centralised command. 
Sigismund was elected King of  the Germans 
in 1410. It was then he called the Council of  
Constance (1414–1418), to which he succeeded 
in bringing all of  Europe to the negotiating table. 
The Council’s main task was to address the church 
schism which had been threatening since 1378. 
There were three popes at the time, all of  which 
had a country which swore allegiance to him 
alone. Sigismund succeeded in making all three 
popes resign, and to have one, Martin V, elected 
in their place. The second issue was church 
reform, because the authority of  the church at 
that period had fallen to an all-time low. After the 
election of  Pope, however, the reforms came off  

the agenda. The Council of  Constance examined 
the Czech reformer John Huss, who Sigismund 
at first supported, but under pressure from the 
bishops, condemned to death. In 1419, after 
the death of  his brother Wenceslas, Sigismund 
put forward his rightful claim to the throne of  
Bohemia. His actions in Constance, however, 
had set him against the Czechs, and the 17-year 
Hussite Wars began, against which a crusade was 
proclaimed. In 1431, he succeeded in dividing 
the rebels. The Calixtines changed to his side, 
and with their help, he struck the decisive blow 
against the Taborites in 1434. It was towards 
the end of  the Hussite Wars that he scored his 
greatest success: in 1433 the Pope appointed him 
Holy Roman Emperor. The Sigismund Era was 
a turning point in Hungarian military affairs. The 
burgeoning Ottoman Empire not only threatened 
the southern border lands, it directly endangered 
the kingdom itself, and in subsequent decades, 
defence against Turkish conquest became the 
prime task of  the Hungarian military.

 
Sigismund (14 February 1368 – 9 December 1437) was King of  Hungary, of  Croatia from 1387 
to 1437, of  Bohemia from 1419, and Holy Roman Emperor for four years from 1433 until 1437, 

the last Emperor of  the House of  Luxemburg. He was also King of  Lombardy from 1431, 
and of  Germany from 1411. Sigismund was one of  the driving forces behind the Council of  

Constance that ended the Papal Schism, but which in the end also led to the Hussite Wars that 
dominated the later period of  Sigismund's life.
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T he defeat at Varna (1444) and the death of  
King Wladislas I precluded the immediate 

continuation of  the offensive strategy against 
the Ottomans. But Commander John Hunyadi 
did not lose his conviction. He waited for the 
situation to consolidate so that he could again 
try to force the enemy to its knees on its own 
territory. 

Hunyadi returned from the battle of  Varna as 
the most pre-eminent figure in the kingdom, and 
one of  the wealthiest. The Diet of  1445 elected 
him as one of  seven governors responsible for 
maintaining order, but in Transylvania and the 
surrounding counties he was already all-powerful. 
In autumn 1445, in alliance with the Prince of  
Wallachia, and with the support of  Burgundian 
ships, he led a lightning campaign against 
the Lower Danube, where he unsuccessfully 
besieged the castle of  Little Nicopolis. Then 
he led his army against the Cilli counts who 
were occupying Slavonia (April-May 1446), and 
then in late autumn 1446, by then Regent, tried 
to force King Frederick of  the Germans to 
evacuate the occupied Hungarian lands. Neither 
of  these operations was militarily successful, 
but this only temporarily took the shine off  his 
military reputation. In 1447, he came to terms 
with Frederick, the Cillis and the leader of  the 
Bohemian force occupying the north-western 
parts of  the kingdom in the name of  Ladislas V, 
John Jiskra, thus achieving the internal conditions 
for a renewed campaign against the Ottomans.

John Hunyadi attempted to persuade the 
Pope and the European powers to cooperate 
with him in 1447, but with little success. It was 
only with Alfonso of  Aragon, King of  Naples, 
that he succeeded in agreeing on a specific plan. 
Alfonso undertook to pay a hundred thousand 
florins to raise 16,000 mercenaries. Hunyadi 
promised to raise this number, and use them, 
with Wallachian assistance, to expel the Turks 
from Europe. Nothing came of  the plan, even 
though Hunyadi offered Alfonso the Hungarian 

crown. He did, however, succeed in renewing the 
alliance with George Kastrioti of  Albania, who 
had resisted Ottoman pressure for many years. 
Hunyadi could also depend on the support of  
the Voivode of  Wallachia, whom he had already 
helped by force of  arms in taking the throne in 
the winter of  1447-48. A serious threat, however, 
was the stance of  the Serbian despot George 
Brankovič, who had been in bitter conflict with 
Hunyadi since 1444, and whose hostile actions 
could have meant the failure of  the entire 
campaign. 

To finance the campaign, as was customary, a 
tax was levied: one golden florin per four plots. 
Mercenaries were paid in the same way as in 
previous campaigns: the recruiting captains 
received the money required to raise the 
specified number of  soldiers in advance, out of  
extraordinary tax and other revenue. Transylvania, 
the territory Hunyadi ruled directly, provided 
much of  the army’s equipment (for example, 
his local agents purchased the horseshoes, nails, 
screws etc. in the required quantities), but he 
also received assistance from other towns. He 
requested above all the manufacture of  carts 
and cannon, including mortars. All this filled an 
alleged total of  two thousand carts.

The structure of  the army reflected the lessons 
learned at the Varna catastrophe. Although the 
aims of  the campaign again included mobilisation 
of  the Balkan peoples, Hunyadi fitted out a large 
number of  infantry against every eventuality. A 
contemporary source puts their number at six 
thousand. The light equipment of  the infantry 
(hand shield, bow, sword) suggests that they were 
to have an attacking function in battle. Defence 
was to be provided by the wagons themselves 
and the small-calibre guns (cerbottana) mounted 
on them. The gun-carrying wagons and the 
infantry were also to provide defence in transit, 
particularly at river crossings. Nonetheless, the 
backbone of  the army remained the armoured 

cavalry, which must have numbered some 15,000. 
Supplementing these were some 8000 light 
cavalry, mostly from Wallachia. The total strength 
of  the army was thus around 30,000, and not 
only was it larger than four years previously, it 
had a structure better favoured to an attacking 
campaign. As in 1444, however, its success still 
depended on surprise and the assistance of  the 
Balkan people. 

We know little of  the battle plan. Hunyadi’s 
declared objective was to unite with the Albanian 
forces of  Skanderbeg and then proceed together 
to take Saloniki. That is why, after initially 
following the same route as in 1443, he turned 
west at Niš and then south, and in the Toplica 
valley he marched towards Kosovo Polje. 
Some sources claim the Serbian despot George 
Brankovič, whom Hunyadi had abandoned in 
1444, betrayed his plan to Sultan Murad, and so 
surprise was lost. In fact the Sultan had known 
of  Hunyadi’s preparations since midsummer and 
had ample time to prepare for whatever action 
the Hungarian army took. It would in any case 
hardly have been possible to keep secret from 
his scouts the movements 
of  a 30,000-strong army. 
He gathered his forces 
in Sofia, from where he 
could intervene anywhere 
necessary. Murad could 
mobilise his entire army, 
and so it is hard to imagine 
what kind of  surprise 
Hunyadi could have been 
thinking about. Although 
the Hungarian commander 
knew that the Sultan was 
making preparations in Sofia, 
he left his rear uncovered, 
for which there can be only 
one explanation: he seriously 
underestimated the strength 
of  the Ottoman army, and 
still believed that by uniting 
with his Balkan allies he 
could break them in a single 
battle. It was no doubt this 
tragic error that influenced 
Aeneas Silvius Piccolomini, 

who was hostile to Hunyadi but genuinely 
supported the war against the Ottomans, when he 
stated that Hunyadi “considered himself  to stand 
apart from everyone else, and had contempt for 
his enemies as if  they were women.” It is true that 
he had not been able to engage the Ottoman army 
in a regular battle on terms of  his own choosing 
either in the long campaign, owing to the Sultan’s 
retreat, or at Varna, owing to the failure of  the 
Christian fleet and then the unexpected death of  
the King, and so his strategy based on a decisive 
battle may have seemed well-grounded – until 18 
October.

The Hungarian army left its camp beside the 
Danube on 28 September, and two weeks later 
was on the northern edge of  the Kosovo Polje 
plateau. Since the Sultan’s army appeared at 
the same place one or two days later, but at the 
Christians’ backs, this meant that Murad left Sofia 
before being informed of  Hunyadi’s change of  
direction. In other words, there could have been 
no question of  surprise on the Ottoman side: they 
executed just as purposeful a military manoeuvre 
as they had in 1444, and forced the Hungarian 
army into a similarly restricted situation as at 

The last offensive:  
the Battle of  Kosovo (Rigómező, 1448)*

Idealised representation  
of  the battle between Hungarian 
armoured knights and Turkish 
horsemen in a 15th-century French 
miniature from the Chronicle Of  
The Times  
of  Charles VI.
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the most pre-eminent figure in the kingdom, and 
one of  the wealthiest. The Diet of  1445 elected 
him as one of  seven governors responsible for 
maintaining order, but in Transylvania and the 
surrounding counties he was already all-powerful. 
In autumn 1445, in alliance with the Prince of  
Wallachia, and with the support of  Burgundian 
ships, he led a lightning campaign against 
the Lower Danube, where he unsuccessfully 
besieged the castle of  Little Nicopolis. Then 
he led his army against the Cilli counts who 
were occupying Slavonia (April-May 1446), and 
then in late autumn 1446, by then Regent, tried 
to force King Frederick of  the Germans to 
evacuate the occupied Hungarian lands. Neither 
of  these operations was militarily successful, 
but this only temporarily took the shine off  his 
military reputation. In 1447, he came to terms 
with Frederick, the Cillis and the leader of  the 
Bohemian force occupying the north-western 
parts of  the kingdom in the name of  Ladislas V, 
John Jiskra, thus achieving the internal conditions 
for a renewed campaign against the Ottomans.

John Hunyadi attempted to persuade the 
Pope and the European powers to cooperate 
with him in 1447, but with little success. It was 
only with Alfonso of  Aragon, King of  Naples, 
that he succeeded in agreeing on a specific plan. 
Alfonso undertook to pay a hundred thousand 
florins to raise 16,000 mercenaries. Hunyadi 
promised to raise this number, and use them, 
with Wallachian assistance, to expel the Turks 
from Europe. Nothing came of  the plan, even 
though Hunyadi offered Alfonso the Hungarian 

crown. He did, however, succeed in renewing the 
alliance with George Kastrioti of  Albania, who 
had resisted Ottoman pressure for many years. 
Hunyadi could also depend on the support of  
the Voivode of  Wallachia, whom he had already 
helped by force of  arms in taking the throne in 
the winter of  1447-48. A serious threat, however, 
was the stance of  the Serbian despot George 
Brankovič, who had been in bitter conflict with 
Hunyadi since 1444, and whose hostile actions 
could have meant the failure of  the entire 
campaign. 

To finance the campaign, as was customary, a 
tax was levied: one golden florin per four plots. 
Mercenaries were paid in the same way as in 
previous campaigns: the recruiting captains 
received the money required to raise the 
specified number of  soldiers in advance, out of  
extraordinary tax and other revenue. Transylvania, 
the territory Hunyadi ruled directly, provided 
much of  the army’s equipment (for example, 
his local agents purchased the horseshoes, nails, 
screws etc. in the required quantities), but he 
also received assistance from other towns. He 
requested above all the manufacture of  carts 
and cannon, including mortars. All this filled an 
alleged total of  two thousand carts.

The structure of  the army reflected the lessons 
learned at the Varna catastrophe. Although the 
aims of  the campaign again included mobilisation 
of  the Balkan peoples, Hunyadi fitted out a large 
number of  infantry against every eventuality. A 
contemporary source puts their number at six 
thousand. The light equipment of  the infantry 
(hand shield, bow, sword) suggests that they were 
to have an attacking function in battle. Defence 
was to be provided by the wagons themselves 
and the small-calibre guns (cerbottana) mounted 
on them. The gun-carrying wagons and the 
infantry were also to provide defence in transit, 
particularly at river crossings. Nonetheless, the 
backbone of  the army remained the armoured 

cavalry, which must have numbered some 15,000. 
Supplementing these were some 8000 light 
cavalry, mostly from Wallachia. The total strength 
of  the army was thus around 30,000, and not 
only was it larger than four years previously, it 
had a structure better favoured to an attacking 
campaign. As in 1444, however, its success still 
depended on surprise and the assistance of  the 
Balkan people. 

We know little of  the battle plan. Hunyadi’s 
declared objective was to unite with the Albanian 
forces of  Skanderbeg and then proceed together 
to take Saloniki. That is why, after initially 
following the same route as in 1443, he turned 
west at Niš and then south, and in the Toplica 
valley he marched towards Kosovo Polje. 
Some sources claim the Serbian despot George 
Brankovič, whom Hunyadi had abandoned in 
1444, betrayed his plan to Sultan Murad, and so 
surprise was lost. In fact the Sultan had known 
of  Hunyadi’s preparations since midsummer and 
had ample time to prepare for whatever action 
the Hungarian army took. It would in any case 
hardly have been possible to keep secret from 
his scouts the movements 
of  a 30,000-strong army. 
He gathered his forces 
in Sofia, from where he 
could intervene anywhere 
necessary. Murad could 
mobilise his entire army, 
and so it is hard to imagine 
what kind of  surprise 
Hunyadi could have been 
thinking about. Although 
the Hungarian commander 
knew that the Sultan was 
making preparations in Sofia, 
he left his rear uncovered, 
for which there can be only 
one explanation: he seriously 
underestimated the strength 
of  the Ottoman army, and 
still believed that by uniting 
with his Balkan allies he 
could break them in a single 
battle. It was no doubt this 
tragic error that influenced 
Aeneas Silvius Piccolomini, 

who was hostile to Hunyadi but genuinely 
supported the war against the Ottomans, when he 
stated that Hunyadi “considered himself  to stand 
apart from everyone else, and had contempt for 
his enemies as if  they were women.” It is true that 
he had not been able to engage the Ottoman army 
in a regular battle on terms of  his own choosing 
either in the long campaign, owing to the Sultan’s 
retreat, or at Varna, owing to the failure of  the 
Christian fleet and then the unexpected death of  
the King, and so his strategy based on a decisive 
battle may have seemed well-grounded – until 18 
October.

The Hungarian army left its camp beside the 
Danube on 28 September, and two weeks later 
was on the northern edge of  the Kosovo Polje 
plateau. Since the Sultan’s army appeared at 
the same place one or two days later, but at the 
Christians’ backs, this meant that Murad left Sofia 
before being informed of  Hunyadi’s change of  
direction. In other words, there could have been 
no question of  surprise on the Ottoman side: they 
executed just as purposeful a military manoeuvre 
as they had in 1444, and forced the Hungarian 
army into a similarly restricted situation as at 

The last offensive:  
the Battle of  Kosovo (Rigómező, 1448)*

Idealised representation  
of  the battle between Hungarian 
armoured knights and Turkish 
horsemen in a 15th-century French 
miniature from the Chronicle Of  
The Times  
of  Charles VI.
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Varna. It is also possible that the Sultan lured 
Hunyadi into a trap on the Kosovo Polje plateau. 
According to a contemporary source, “although 
he knew he was the stronger, he feigned retreat.” 
Which means that, as in 1443, he sent several 
small contingents against the Christian army, 
luring them south by successive retreats, while the 
main Turkish army came behind them. However 
it happened, after the Turkish army appeared, 
Hunyadi, as in 1444, was forced to face it in 
battle. He could have made a forced march south 
to unite with the Albanians, but in that case he 
would have had to make up for losses where he 
was, and if  defeated would have put Hungary 
utterly at the mercy of  the Ottomans.

The site of  the battle, Kosovo Polje, is a plateau 
about 40 km long and 14-17 km wide surrounded 
by 800-1000-metre-high gently-rising hills. The 

River Sitnica meanders across the plateau, and 
several streams from the surrounding hills – 
including the Lab in the north – flow into it. 
Kosovo Polje was at the intersection of  the 
main transport routes through the West Balkans, 
and its medieval principal town was Pristina, 
once a Serbian royal seat. The plateau is not 
completely flat, but divided by hills of  different 
sizes, separated by small expanses of  marshland. 
The largest of  these lay on the northern part 
of  Kosovo Polje, along the lower stretch of  the 
Lab. To the south-east, the marsh is bounded by 
a ridge on whose eastern edge lay the grave of  
Murad I, who died in the first Battle of  Kosovo in 
1389. This, almost right in the valley of  the river, 
is where Hunyadi was in camp when he heard 
of  the arrival of  the Sultan. The Ottoman army 
was advancing along on the road out of  the Lab 
valley from Pristina, a few kilometres to the east 

of  Murad’s grave, and threatening to occupy the 
strategically-important hill. Hunyadi sensed the 
danger and took the hill with his cavalry in a hard 
struggle. He set up the wagon fort on the hill and 
placed the army around it, clearly in attacking 
formation. The hill was taken and the camp set 
up on 17 October. The Hungarian army was thus 
separated from its water supply, but a cavalry 
charge launched downhill seemed to promise 
success. The Turkish army took up a position 
on the north of  the marsh, at the Hungarians’ 
previous place, beside the Lab stream. 

There can be no doubt that the Ottoman army 
had a considerable numerical advantage. We know 
from Turkish sources that the Sultan mobilised 
the Janissaries, the mercenary cavalry, the Asian 
and European cavalry, the Akinjis and the Azaps, 
and even brought nomadic Tartars in support. 
One Turkish historian puts the number of  Azaps 
alone at ten thousand; there must have been as 
many Akinjis and a minimum of  six thousand 
Janissaries and Porte mercenaries, so that taken 
together with the Anatolian and Rumelian 
cavalry and the mobilised Balkan garrisons, the 
Ottoman army must have had a total strength 
of  at least fifty thousand. Murad arranged this 
strength in the traditional configuration. In the 
centre were the Janissaries and the Azap infantry, 
and in front of  them the artillery dugouts. The 
Anatolian cavalry was on one wing and the 
Rumelian cavalry and the Akinjis on the other. 
At the rear, the army was defended by a camp 
fort assembled from baggage. The Sultan had 
armed the equerries, camel-drivers and other 
auxiliary personnel in the camp, and set a few 
thousand regular troops alongside them.

The formation of  the Hungarian army which 
faced them is not clear. Its centre must have been 
occupied by Hunyadi’s armoured horsemen, 
with the offensive infantry behind them, in 
front of  the wagon fort. The barons’ militias, 
which later fell in the battle, were probably 
also placed in the centre. On the wings were 
assorted cavalry, the light horsemen in front, 
including the Wallachian auxiliaries, and behind 
them the armoured cavalry. There is no reliable 
information as to which officers were leading the 
wings. What is certain is that there were several 
barons with substantial combat experience and 

thus equal to the task, such as Hunyadi’s brother-
in-law János Székely of  Szentgyörgy, the former 
Ban Frank Tallóci, Imre Marcali and Imre Bebek. 
Hunyadi reinforced the wagon fort in the same 
way as the Sultan: the wagons were fastened to 
each other by chains, and some of  the guns were 
set on the wagons and others between them, on 
the ground. The enormous wagon fort had to 
serve as a refuge for the entire retreating army 
if  necessary.

According to Aeneas’ account, the battle 
was preceded by a curious scene. Since he heard 
the story from Count Ulrich of  Cilli, who had 
got it from his father-in-law the Serbian despot 
George Branković, it cannot be regarded as pure 
guesswork. The story is that before the battle, 
eight prominent Turks appeared in the Christians’ 
camp and “appalled at the shedding of  human 
blood” offered peace and a hundred thousand 
florins in tribute. If  this was true, it was clearly 
the customary trick of  oriental warfare, with the 
purpose of  making the enemy over-confident. 

The battle began on 18 October. It is probable 
that the Hungarian left and right wings swept 
into attack simultaneously, and the Anatolian and 
Rumelian corps drew back, but according to plan, 
and not in confusion. There was no panic-like 
retreat: the Turkish historians talked of  “defeat” 
only so as to magnify the later victory. According 
to a later source, the Turks then employed the 
same kind of  encircling manoeuvre as they 
had at the Battle of  Varna. The same Turkhan 
Bey as had led the Akinjis in 1443 came on the 
rear of  the Hungarian left wing, together with 
the Anatolian cavalry, who had turned round. 
The Christian forces, including the Wallachians, 
were caught in the pincers and destroyed. It is 
also possible that the latter surrendered without 
serious resistance. The sources are utterly silent 
about the cavalry on the right wing. It is probable 
that they crumbled in the fight with the Rumelian 
cavalry after their turn, and the remnants were 
unable to interfere effectively in the course of  
the battle after the centre was destroyed. 

Seeing the apparent success of  the cavalry 
charge on the wings, Hunyadi launched an attack 
with his armoured cavalry, what the Turkish 
chroniclers mentioned as the “iron wall”, the 
lightly-armed attack infantry behind them, 

Hunyadi’s campaigns  
in Europe
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Battle scene from the Thuróczy 
Chronicle

in Szeged and started negotiations with the 
despot. Branković set very hard terms: Hunyadi 
had to return the despot’s estates in Hungary, 
engage his younger son Matthias to Branković’s 
granddaughter Elizabeth Cilli, and leave his elder 
son Ladislas in Smederevo. After satisfying these 
terms, Hunyadi was allowed to leave the despot’s 
court in December. Hunyadi naturally had no 
intention whatever of  keeping to the agreement, 
but in his weakened political position following 
the lost battle, neither could he think about 
revenge.

The defeat at the Battle of  Kosovo finally 
proved that the Hungarian tactics based on a 
decisive armoured cavalry charge were ineffective 
against disciplined Janissaries who could open up 
a gap, and the large number of  Turkish cavalry 
capable of  similar tactics. Against such an 
army, only a much larger, trained infantry, kept 
permanently under arms, and a light cavalry of  
similar size could have engaged the Ottomans 
with any chance of  victory. Such an army 
would demand similar financial resources as the 
Ottoman Empire had, and Hunyadi’s Hungary 
was not in that class. For that reason, Hunyadi’s 
concept of  the decisive battle would not have 
been viable even if  the Hungarian army had by 
some stroke of  fortune succeeded in defeating 
the Ottoman army in open battle. For the 
Sultan, as is well illustrated by the example of  
Nándorfehérvár, the destruction of  almost his 
entire infantry and the severe loss of  his cavalry 
was not an impediment to him replenishing his 
army to a force of  equal combat effectiveness 
within a few years. After 1448, no Hungarian 
military leadership ever attempted to break the 
Ottoman Empire by a single decisive battle on its 
own territory.

The account  
of  the Turkish “Anonymus”

“The accursed Jankó attacked the two wings of  
Sultan Murad on two sides, and forced back the 
Anatolian and Rumelian troops. With his right 
and left wings beaten, Sultan Murad was left 
alone, but he was covered by the Janissaries and 
the Azaps. The cannon and musket balls from 
both sides fell like rain, and it was a fight which 
is beyond description. But Sultan Murad stood 

against the Azaps and Janissaries in the centre. 
The Turks attempted to interrupt the charge with 
burning camels and a hail of  arrows, and then in 
a well-disciplined manoeuvre, separated to open 
up a passage for the Christian cavalry. The charge 
was impeded by the reinforced camp of  baggage 
and wagons, and the Turkish infantry came from 
behind on the confused cavalry, slaughtering 
the horses on their unarmoured, rear ends. The 
arrested ranks were further pressed by those 
coming behind them, and they stamped each 
other down. Some of  the horsemen, deprived of  
their horses, broke their way through and sought 
refuge in a nearby village, whose houses the 
Turks set fire to. The enormous losses suffered 
in the centre are indicated by the list of  fallen 
barons: Imre and László Bebek, Imre Marcali, 
Frank Tallóci, Tamács Szécsi, Benedek Losonci, 
István Bánfi of  Alsólindva and their banderia, a 
great many unknown soldiers, all lost their lives 
on the field.

Nothing is known of  Hunyadi’s part: later 
Turkish historians claim he forced his way 
back to the wagon fort, others that he escaped 
towards Serbia. The latter version is supported 
by the fact that the Regent was taken into 
captivity by Branković, and in any case he would 
hardly have been able to make his way north 
from the wagon fort through the victorious 
Turkish army next day. 

It is not clear whether the Christian infantry 
advancing in the wake of  the cavalry charge also 
penetrated the gap which opened up, or clashed 
with the wall of  the Turkish infantry after it 
closed. All that is certain is that grim hand-to-
hand fighting ensued and continued until dusk. 
Then the remaining infantry retreated to the 
wagon fort and waited for the Turkish charge 
under cover of  the wagon-mounted cannon. It is 
not impossible that a small section of  the cavalry 
also managed to fight its way back to the fortified 
camp, but it is pure historians’ fiction that the 
Hungarians’ standard still flew on the evening 
of  18 October and the Sultan only managed 
to overcome them next day after deploying 
fresh troops. None of  the sources mention the 
involvement of  Hungarian cavalry in the fight 
that began on 19 October.

The battle was lost, just as it was 78 years later at 
Mohács, in the failure of  the cavalry charge: the 
infantry, deprived of  their cavalry support, had 
no chance of  breaking through the Turkish army. 
According to Hunyadi’s report, they fired at each 
other all night with “machines”, but it is clear 
from the events of  the previous day that this was 
no longer the artillery duel of  two equal forces. 
There can be no question of  Hunyadi leading 
his cavalry from the wagon fort in a night assault 
against the Janissaries. This was worked into 

the account of  a later Greek historian Laonikos 
Chalkokondylas, and passed from there into 
Hungarian military history. The truth is illustrated 
by one Turkish account. The Turkish infantry, 
under the cover of  the night, approached within 
one arrow’s range of  the Christians’ wagon fort, 
and from there fired on them with cannon and 
handguns, fire which was returned from the 
wagon-mounted cannon. The objective of  the 
artillery fire was not so much to cause losses as 
to prevent the defenders from resting, something 
also alluded to in a comment by Hunyadi. On 
the dawn of  9 October, the Turks launched the 
final charge from such close range that the wagon 
fort defenders could not make good use of  their 
guns. The Ottomans broke in to the wagon fort 
with lances and swords and in a gory slaughter 
ground down the resistance. The “Germans and 
Bohemians”, i.e. the infantry, were killed to a man.

The Ottoman victory is usually described as 
being very bloody, but the tens of  thousands 
of  dead which the Western chronicles recorded 
belong to the world of  legend. Many of  the 
Janissaries must have fallen in the grim close 
combat, and there must also have been significant 
losses among the Spahis, but the number of  dead 
could not have been more than ten thousand. The 
losses among the Hungarian army are similarly 
difficult to estimate. The greatest losses were 
suffered by the infantry and the cavalry which 
charged in the centre. That was where the barons 
and probably a large part of  the horsemen serving 
in the militias fell. There were probably fewer 
casualties on the wings, where the engagement 
lasted a shorter time and there were greater 
chances of  escape. Taken together, a number 
of  eight to ten thousand casualties seems like a 
sound estimate. A great many were taken prisoner 
as they fled: Sebestyén Rozgonyi, for example, 
was ransomed years later, from the Genovese.

Regent Hunyadi also fell into captivity, and was 
taken by Branković’s men to Szendrő (Smederevo, 
Serbia). The despot had good reason to be angry 
with Hunyadi, and his time for revenge had come. 
He permitted Hunyadi to establish contact with 
Hungary’s governing barons who, upon hearing 
of  the Regent’s escape and captivity gathered 
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own territory.

The account  
of  the Turkish “Anonymus”

“The accursed Jankó attacked the two wings of  
Sultan Murad on two sides, and forced back the 
Anatolian and Rumelian troops. With his right 
and left wings beaten, Sultan Murad was left 
alone, but he was covered by the Janissaries and 
the Azaps. The cannon and musket balls from 
both sides fell like rain, and it was a fight which 
is beyond description. But Sultan Murad stood 

against the Azaps and Janissaries in the centre. 
The Turks attempted to interrupt the charge with 
burning camels and a hail of  arrows, and then in 
a well-disciplined manoeuvre, separated to open 
up a passage for the Christian cavalry. The charge 
was impeded by the reinforced camp of  baggage 
and wagons, and the Turkish infantry came from 
behind on the confused cavalry, slaughtering 
the horses on their unarmoured, rear ends. The 
arrested ranks were further pressed by those 
coming behind them, and they stamped each 
other down. Some of  the horsemen, deprived of  
their horses, broke their way through and sought 
refuge in a nearby village, whose houses the 
Turks set fire to. The enormous losses suffered 
in the centre are indicated by the list of  fallen 
barons: Imre and László Bebek, Imre Marcali, 
Frank Tallóci, Tamács Szécsi, Benedek Losonci, 
István Bánfi of  Alsólindva and their banderia, a 
great many unknown soldiers, all lost their lives 
on the field.

Nothing is known of  Hunyadi’s part: later 
Turkish historians claim he forced his way 
back to the wagon fort, others that he escaped 
towards Serbia. The latter version is supported 
by the fact that the Regent was taken into 
captivity by Branković, and in any case he would 
hardly have been able to make his way north 
from the wagon fort through the victorious 
Turkish army next day. 

It is not clear whether the Christian infantry 
advancing in the wake of  the cavalry charge also 
penetrated the gap which opened up, or clashed 
with the wall of  the Turkish infantry after it 
closed. All that is certain is that grim hand-to-
hand fighting ensued and continued until dusk. 
Then the remaining infantry retreated to the 
wagon fort and waited for the Turkish charge 
under cover of  the wagon-mounted cannon. It is 
not impossible that a small section of  the cavalry 
also managed to fight its way back to the fortified 
camp, but it is pure historians’ fiction that the 
Hungarians’ standard still flew on the evening 
of  18 October and the Sultan only managed 
to overcome them next day after deploying 
fresh troops. None of  the sources mention the 
involvement of  Hungarian cavalry in the fight 
that began on 19 October.

The battle was lost, just as it was 78 years later at 
Mohács, in the failure of  the cavalry charge: the 
infantry, deprived of  their cavalry support, had 
no chance of  breaking through the Turkish army. 
According to Hunyadi’s report, they fired at each 
other all night with “machines”, but it is clear 
from the events of  the previous day that this was 
no longer the artillery duel of  two equal forces. 
There can be no question of  Hunyadi leading 
his cavalry from the wagon fort in a night assault 
against the Janissaries. This was worked into 

the account of  a later Greek historian Laonikos 
Chalkokondylas, and passed from there into 
Hungarian military history. The truth is illustrated 
by one Turkish account. The Turkish infantry, 
under the cover of  the night, approached within 
one arrow’s range of  the Christians’ wagon fort, 
and from there fired on them with cannon and 
handguns, fire which was returned from the 
wagon-mounted cannon. The objective of  the 
artillery fire was not so much to cause losses as 
to prevent the defenders from resting, something 
also alluded to in a comment by Hunyadi. On 
the dawn of  9 October, the Turks launched the 
final charge from such close range that the wagon 
fort defenders could not make good use of  their 
guns. The Ottomans broke in to the wagon fort 
with lances and swords and in a gory slaughter 
ground down the resistance. The “Germans and 
Bohemians”, i.e. the infantry, were killed to a man.

The Ottoman victory is usually described as 
being very bloody, but the tens of  thousands 
of  dead which the Western chronicles recorded 
belong to the world of  legend. Many of  the 
Janissaries must have fallen in the grim close 
combat, and there must also have been significant 
losses among the Spahis, but the number of  dead 
could not have been more than ten thousand. The 
losses among the Hungarian army are similarly 
difficult to estimate. The greatest losses were 
suffered by the infantry and the cavalry which 
charged in the centre. That was where the barons 
and probably a large part of  the horsemen serving 
in the militias fell. There were probably fewer 
casualties on the wings, where the engagement 
lasted a shorter time and there were greater 
chances of  escape. Taken together, a number 
of  eight to ten thousand casualties seems like a 
sound estimate. A great many were taken prisoner 
as they fled: Sebestyén Rozgonyi, for example, 
was ransomed years later, from the Genovese.

Regent Hunyadi also fell into captivity, and was 
taken by Branković’s men to Szendrő (Smederevo, 
Serbia). The despot had good reason to be angry 
with Hunyadi, and his time for revenge had come. 
He permitted Hunyadi to establish contact with 
Hungary’s governing barons who, upon hearing 
of  the Regent’s escape and captivity gathered 
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so strongly on his place that the army of  the 
unbelievers despite all of  their effort could not 
move him from his station. The Islamic army saw 
that the unbelievers were dressed in iron from 
head to toe and drove the army of  Islam apart. 
When the warriors of  the faith saw, therefore, 
that the unbelievers were beating them and they 
could not go against the iron wall, they broke 
into two parts before the unbelievers, stood 
aside, and as the unbelievers penetrated among 
them, the warriors of  the faith, coming behind 
the back of  the giaours, cut them to pieces with 
the sword. The giaours were struck with terror 
and those at the back pressed on those in front. 
Since the horses of  the unbelievers were naked, 
the warriors of  the faith ran them through with 
swords or killed them in other ways and so the 
unbelievers ran each other down with their 
horses. Since the giaours could no longer turn 
back, they fled. When the army of  Islam saw the 
giaours in such a condition, the Muslims who 
had first withdrawn returned from the vicinity 
and charged the giaours, fighting with them till 
evening.”

*Excerpt from Tamás Pálosfalvi “Nikápolytól Mohácsig  
1396–1526” (From Nicopolis to Mohács 1396-1526. Zrínyi 

Kiadó, Budapest, 2005)

 

◄ 
Similarly to the Battle of  Kosovo, 
the Battle of  Varna was one of  the 
decisive fights in the Hungarian–
Ottoman conflict.
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After the defeat of  Kosovo, Hunyadi was on 
the political defensive, making it impossible 
for him to organise another large-scale 
campaign against the Ottomans. Although he 
wanted to take revenge against his humiliation 
by Branković, he was forced by the Hungarian 
barons to make a settlement with him, and 
even signed a truce with the Ottomans in 
1451. At the end of  1452, Hungarian King 
Ladislas V was freed from captivity by his 
uncle, Holy Roman Emperor Frederick III, 
and next year started his actual reign in the 
country. Hunyadi stepped down as Regent, 
but retained his unlimited power: Ladislas V 
appointed him Governor and Keeper of  the 

Crown Revenues, so that he still controlled 
Hungary’s financial resources. 

The situation changed in 1453, when Murad 
II and his successor Mehmed II, after a nearly 
two-month siege, captured Constantinople. 

This earned Mehmed the title of  Conqueror. 
Although it was not an unexpected event, 
it aroused astonishment and horror in the 
Christian world. The Pope proclaimed a crusade 
in September 1453, and Hunyadi worked out a 
plan for an anti-Ottoman campaign bigger than 
anything that had gone before. In 1454 and 
1455, Mehmed turned against Serbia, to which 
Hunyadi replied with a lightning campaign 
ending in the burning of  Kruševac. Nothing 

The Battle of  Nándorfehérvár*

Belgrade Castle 
(Nándorfehérvár)  

is today a favourite tourist 
destination

Statue to John Hunyadi wearing medieval armour in Buda Castle, sculpted by István Tóth (Photo : Veronika Dévényi )
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came of  the grand campaign, indeed Hunyadi 
wanted to send one of  his confidantes, Miklós 
Vízaknai, to the Sultan in June 1455 to request 
another truce, so as to secure Hungary’s position. 
All in vain. His confidence boosted, Mehmed II 
decided in early 1456 that he would attempt to 
take Nándorfehérvár (Belgrade), which had been 
besieged unsuccessfully sixteen years earlier.

Now the feared occupier of  Constantinople, 
Sultan Mehmed set off  with his forces against 
the strongest link in the chain of  defensive 
castles around Hungary, Nándorfehérvár, in 
May 1456. The campaign did not take the 
Hungarian government by surprise, because as 
usual, news of  the impending Turkish attack 
arrived from Ragusa at the end of  the year 
before. Nonetheless, the Buda Diet at the end 
of  February, with the participation of  the King, 
first ordered the troops to gather on the first 
day of  August, and only the ominous news 
caused them to speed up the mobilisation. It 
is of  course true that there had been news of  
a general Turkish attack nearly every year since 
1440, but the information had hitherto turned 
out to be unfounded. Additionally, a general 
mobilisation in summer effectively paralysed 
the country’s economic life and caused serious 
losses to all those required to be absent from 
their lands for prolonged periods.

Actual preparations were for the moment 
only made by the Governor, Hunyadi, who 
had been in office since 1453. He reinforced 
the Nándorfehérvár garrison with Hungarian, 
Bohemian and Polish mercenaries, a total of  
some five thousand, and obtained from the 
towns, according to the custom of  the time, 
firearms (and gunners), military material and 
transport equipment (wagons and ships). The 
castle preparing for the siege was in the charge 
of  Mihály Szilágyi, Hunyadi’s brother-in-law. 
The Governor, having control of  the royal 
revenues, equipped an army of  about 10,000 
cavalry, primarily from the nobles in the part 
of  the country under his rule, although he also 
hired mercenaries. King Ladislas, however, 
who came into conflict with his relative in 
Austria, Holy Roman Emperor Frederick III, 
left the country as preparations were reaching 
their peak in early July. That the other barons 
did not rush to fulfil their duties of  raising 
militias was due to jealousy of  Hunyadi and 
apprehensiveness of  the grim sacrifice of  
blood in previous campaigns against the 
Ottomans. The only baron who came in 
person was János Kórógyi, Ban of  Macsó, but 

Hunyadi’s former loyal ally Miklós Újlaki also 
sent his forces.

Standing in marked contrast to the hesitating 
dignitaries was the vigorous Franciscan preacher 
John Capistrano, who was later canonised. After 
recruiting in Germany and the Bohemian lands, 
he attempted to rouse the people of  Hungary’s 
most threatened southern lands to take up the 
fight. At his call, and the promise of  pardon 
for their sins, thousands of  peasants, tradesmen 
and market town burghers from the southern 
counties joined his movement. Crusaders 
also arrived from other countries in Europe, 
especially Germany. To raise the fervour of  the 
crusaders and recruit more fighters, the Pope 
ordered the bells to be rung every day at noon. 
This Papal bull may be regarded as the origin of  
the noon bell-ringing which became customary 
throughout Europe. The military value of  these 
troops did not of  course approach that of  
regular units, because they arrived on foot with 
equipment that consisted largely of  peasant 
weapons, and had no military experience. 
Nonetheless, their bitterness at the Turkish raids 
which had become an everyday occurrence in 
recent years and their religious fervour made 
them a determined force.

The 60-70,000 strong Turkish army arrived 
under Nándorfehérvár on 3 July. The castle itself  
was built at the confluence of  the Danube and 
the Sava, on the tongue of  land formed by the 
two rivers. The actual fortress stood at the tip 
of  the land, and was divided into two parts, the 
lower and upper fortresses. This was separated 
by a wall from the town, also fortified by a wall, 
which spread to the south, and entrance from 
there to the castle was by a single gate. The 
position of  the castle was such that it could 
only be besieged from the south, but a strong 
fleet on the two great rivers could easily prevent 
reinforcements coming from Hungary to reach 
the besieged fort. In any case, this was only 
possible from the river castle at the confluence 
of  the two rivers, where the military port of  the 
naszád gunboats lay. Accordingly, the Ottomans 
completely sealed off  the strip of  land to the 
south, but only occupied the right bank of  the 
Danube and the Sava, allowing the encampment 
of  the crusaders on the other side. The Danube, 
along which Hunyadi intended to take succour 
to the defenders of  the castle, was sealed off  
above Zimony (Zimun) by a Turkish fleet of  
some two hundred ships. The ships were linked 
by chains, forming a pontoon bridge that put up 
an apparently impassable obstacle. The crucial 

The Turkish chronicles also 
record John Hunyadi’s victory. 

The Miniature of  the Battle of  
Nándorfehérvár is from a chronicle  

in the Topkapi  Seray Museum
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question for the ultimate outcome of  the siege 
seemed to be whether Hunyadi would somehow 
manage to break through the ship-barrier. If  
not, the defenders’ fate was sealed.

The Ottomans placed their cannon in 
palisade-fortified batteries and started firing 
on the castle. Twenty-seven siege guns, 
several mortars, many smaller cannon and 
other military engines unceasingly battered 
the walls. The defenders returned fire, and 
made frequent sorties to disturb the besiegers. 
Defence was made more difficult by the rapid 
depletion of  food stocks, and by an epidemic 
which decimated the defenders. Although the 
garrison never let up in their attempts to stop 
the gaps opened up by the cannonballs, the 
Turkish siege guns had caused severe damage 
to the castle walls and towers by 14 July. 
Hunyadi’s intervention became crucial, but 
this required some way of  breaking through 
the river barrier. This was the first decisive 
moment of  the battle.

Hunyadi had already gathered together all 
of  the boats of  various sizes used by Danube 
traders, and had his carpenters transform them 
into improvised war vessels. He strengthened 
their bows and then filled them with well-
equipped soldiers. He also secretly warned 
the defenders to attack the Turkish fleet from 
behind at the given moment. 

Then on 14 July, Hunyadi floated his boats 
towards the Ottoman pontoons, his cavalry 
securing both banks against any Ottoman 
intervention. At the same time, the boats 
prepared in Nándorfehérvár also attacked the 
Turks, and in a bloody struggle lasting several 
hours, managed to break their chains and disperse 
them. The tactical significance of  breaking 
through the Ottoman embargo was that it 
opened the way for reinforcements delivered by 
water. Hunyadi immediately sent his best forces 
into the besieged castle, thus doing more than 
just reviving the defenders’ sagging morale. The 
successful action meant that there were now 
more than ten thousand well-equipped soldiers 
awaiting the Ottomans when they launched their 
main assault. Hunyadi stationed the remaining 
crusaders on the left bank of  the Sava, which the 
Sultan had left unguarded.

Mehmed was being pressed by time, by the 
epidemic, and by inadequate food supplies. 
He continued to fire on the castle, which 
despite constant reconstruction was effectively 
reduced to a ruin within a week. On 20 July, 
the Sultan called a halt to the barrage, the sign 

► 
 John of  Capistrano encourages 

Hungarian soldiers 
 to fight. Painting entitled „John 

Hunyadi’s fight at Nándorfehérvár 
(Belgrade) against the Ottomans” (by 

Joseph Brenner, 1851) 
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The Franciscan friary in Orebić 
(Croatia) commemorates John 
Capistrano, revered as a patron 
saint of  Hungary

of  Nándorfehérvár is undoubtedly one of  the 
most glorious events of  Hungarian medieval 
military history, and the peak of  Hunyadi’s 
career as a commander. It would be erroneous, 
however, to claim that the defeat set back the 
momentum of  Ottoman expansion for decades. 
Despite the serious losses at Nándorfehérvár, 
Ottoman strength was not broken, and they 
were threatening Hungary’s borders again only 
two years later. They did not attempt anything 
like the siege of  Nándorfehérvár for a long time, 
but prepared the ground for later conquest by 
systematic destruction of  the south of  Hungary. 
None of  this detracts from the merits of  the 
heroic defenders. Nándorfehérvár was the 
most important component of  the southern 
Hungarian line of  defence, and its loss in 1521 
led quickly to the catastrophe of  Mohács. In this 
light, the achievements of  the defending army 
and of  Hunyadi deserve every accolade.

John of  Capistrano (Giovanni da Capestrano, 
1386–1456) was born into a family which had 
come to Naples with Louis of  Anjou. After his 
studies in Roman law and canon law, he held 
municipal offices in Naples and Perugia. When a 

prisoner of  Carlo Malatesta, he decided to break 
from the world, and after his release entered the 
Observant Franciscan friary of  Perugia. After his 
ordination as a priest in 1418, he spent a short 
time in the Mantua court of  Pope Martin V, and 
then as a Franciscan priest engaged in tireless 
activity in preaching and inquisition. His aim was 
to purify the faith and reinforce the papacy, which 
had been weakened by schism and the Conciliar 
Movement. His activity was confined to Italy until 
1451, when he took his preaching beyond the 
Alps. From then until 1454, he delivered sermons 
on the renewal of  the religious life of  the clergy 
and the lay people and the fight against the 
Hussites. In 1454, he devoted all of  his strength 
to the idea of  a holy war against the Ottomans. 
In that year, he preached at the Imperial Diet 
in Frankfurt, and the next year in the Wiener 
Neustadt court of  Emperor Frederick III. He 
proclaimed a Crusade in the southern counties 
of  Hungary in 1456, mobilising several thousand 
volunteers with his rousing speeches. Shortly after 
Hunyadi, he died in Újlak (now Uilac, Serbia) on 
23 October 1456. The lord of  the town, Miklós 
Újlaki, ordered the miracles occurring at his grave 

that the general assault was about to begin. At 
that, Hunyadi brought more of  his crusaders 
into the castle to reinforce its defence. 

On the evening of  21 July, the Sultan’s elite 
units, who until then had had no duties, mounted 
an assault under artillery cover. They filled the 
ditches with earth and brushwood, and soon 
made their way through the gaps in the ruined 
walls, into the town. Despite heroic resistance 
by the defenders, the Turks gained an increasing 
superiority, whereupon Hunyadi, at the head of  
armoured knights held in reserve in the castle, 
executed a counter-attack and forced them out 
of  the town. The Janissaries launched a second 
assault, and it was only after murderous hand-
to-hand combat and serious casualties that they 
were once again repelled. 

The third assault took place around midnight, 
when the Turks pressed the defenders all the 
way to the castle gate. The situation became 
critical, but in the meantime another wave of  
crusaders arrived from the river and into the 
castle. According to legend, Titusz Dugovics 
took hold of  the Turkish soldier who was 
attempting to set the flag of  the Prophet on the 
gate tower, and threw him to the ground. Finally, 
the fire raining down on them from all sides and 
the bitter resistance of  the defenders forced the 
Turks to withdraw a third time, and by dawn the 
town was again in Christian hands. A large part 
of  the Sultan’s infantry had been destroyed in 
the bloody struggle, but the cavalry (the Spahis) 
were effectively undamaged. 

This was the reason, apart from the serious 
losses among the defenders, why Hunyadi did 
not pursue the Janissaries who now sought refuge 
behind their guns. Hunyadi was concerned that 
the Sultan would order another assault, but 
something completely different happened. Next 
morning, the crusaders camped on the left bank 
of  the Sava, who had not been fighting the day 
before, crossed the river in small groups and 
started fighting with the Turks. They were soon 
followed by more troops, and then the crusaders 
in the town also went on to the attack, and with 
their combined strength they captured the camp 
of  the Anatolian corps. The Sultan responded 
by leading the rested Rumelian corps in an attack 
on the crusaders, who were saved from certain 
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Ladislas  V took his revenge by executing László 
Hunyadi, and then he fled to Prague, taking with 
him the younger Hunyadi son, Matthias. Civil war 
broke out again in Hungary between Ladislas’ 
followers and forces loyal to Mihály Szilágyi. 

From the Chronicle  of  János Thuróczy

“Some said of  the Emperor’s (Sultan’s) flight 
that in the midst of  the bitterest melée of  
the battle the Emperor was preparing his 
bodyguards for combat, when he was wounded 
by an arrow in his chest, collapsed half-dead, 
and his bodyguards carried him in their arms to 
his tent. When night came, and the Turks saw 
that the Voivode of  Anatolia and indeed all of  
his lieutenants had died in the battle, and that 
they had suffered a very great defeat, and that 
the Emperor himself  was almost bereft of  life, 

hardly breathing: they took fright, thinking that 
the Hungarians would attack them at dawn, 
and started to flee, carrying the Emperor with 
them… And when the Emperor came to his 
senses and asked where he was, and they told 
him, he asked, “Why and how did we get here?” 
“The Hungarians have defeated us,” they replied, 
“and the Voivode of  Anatolia, indeed nearly all 
of  the captains of  your army have fallen…” And 
when the Emperor asked whether they had left 
the cannon and the other siege machines there, 
they replied that everything had remained there. 
The Emperor, with a deeply embittered heart, 
said, “Bring me poison that I may drink, I would 
rather die than return humiliated to my country.”

*Excerpt from Tamás Pálosfalvi “Nikápolytól Mohácsig 
1396-1526” (From Nicopolis to Mohács 1396-1526. Zrínyi 

Kiadó, Budapest, 2005) 

to be recorded. Many of  his sermons, letters 
and theological treatises have survived. He was 
canonised in 1690.

Mihály Szilágyi (? – 1460/61) was the son 
of  László Szilágyi, who came to the south of  
Hungary as retainer of  János Maróti. In 1408, 
Sigismund granted László the estate of  Horogszeg 
in Temes country, and his marriage to Katalin 
Bellyéni, from a family of  the middle nobility 
from Bodrog County, bore Erzsébet Szilágyi, 
later wife of  John Hunyadi, and Mihály. Mihály 
started his career in his brother-in-law’s service 
as vice-ispán (vicecomes) of  Torontal. In 1456, he 
was Castellan of  Nándorfehérvár, and later, as 
Ban of  Macsó, he acquired a place among the 
barons. After the execution of  László Hunyadi, 
he became the leader of  the Hunyadi party. In 
1457, he took control of  Transylvania by force 

of  arms, at the head of  an army reinforced with 
mercenaries, and in January 1458, he forced the 
election of  Matthias, again by force of  arms. The 
Diet elected him governor alongside his nephew, 
and Matthias granted him his brother-in-law’s 
title of  Count of  Beszterce. The young king, 
however, ignored his uncle’s powers as governor, 
prompting Szilágyi to approach Matthias’ 
opponents among the aristocracy. After their 
reconciliation, Szilágyi resigned the governorship 
and marched with Matthias to meet the Ottoman 
threat in the southern counties. The King, 
however, had him arrested in October 1458. He 
escaped in summer 1459, but by September he 
was back in custody in Visegrád. After the final 
reconciliation (May 1460), he fought with his 
nephew against the invading Bohemians, and 
then, having been granted the titles of  Captain-
General and Governor of  Transylvania, set out 
for the southern frontiers. He had still not broken 
from Matthias’ opposition, and it is possible that 
he wanted to obtain the Serbian despotate from 
the Branković family. Consequently, when he fell 
into Turkish captivity in late 1460, Matthias was 
not prepared to pay his ransom, and the Sultan 
had him executed.

Ladislas V (1440–1457) was son of  Albert 
Habsburg and Elizabeth Luxemburg, and known 
as “the Posthumous” because he was born after 
his father’s death. He was crowned King of  
Hungary on 15 May 1440, at the age of  two and 
a half  months. At the age of  two and a half  years, 
he lost his mother and was thereafter brought up 
in the Wiener Neustadt court of  his guardian, 
Frederick, King of  the Germans. (Ladislas, 
through his father, was also an Austrian prince.) 
Frederick gave him a good education, but was 
disinclined to hand over power to his protégé. In 
1451 he took Ladislas with him to his coronation 
as Holy Roman Emperor, but upon their return 
was obliged to yield guardianship to an alliance 
of  the Hungarian and Austrian estates and the 
Bohemian Catholics. At the Pozsony (Bratislava) 
Diet of  January 1453, the Hungarian estates 
swore allegiance to Ladislas, who immediately 
returned to Vienna. On 28 October 1453, he 
was crowned King of  Bohemia in Prague. 
Actual power was wielded on behalf  of  the 
young king by his maternal uncle Ulrich of  Cilli 
in Austria, George Poděbrady in Bohemia and 
John Hunyadi in Hungary. Cilli used the King 
as a weapon in his struggle with John Hunyadi 
for power in Hungary. On 9 November 1456, 
László Hunyadi  murdered Cilli in front of  the 
King at Nándorfehérvár. The following March, 

Hunyadi’s army. Mural  
in a hall of  the Parliament, painted by 

Géza Udvary (Photo: Péter Szikits)
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W hen Sigismund of  Luxemburg came 
to the throne, Hungarian military 

organisation had not changed in any particular 
since the time of  the Angevin kings. We have 
a fairly clear picture of  the structure of  the 
armies raised by Charles I and Louis the Great. 
The Hungarian militia or bandériális system 
(from the medieval Latin term banerium or 
banner) was not, as used to be widely believed, 
the work of  Charles I, but a form which can 
be found in sources from the late Árpád Era 
right up to Mohács, and did not gain any new 
importance among the alleged military reforms 
of  Charles I. 

 The Angevin-era military organisation was 
based on the “honour” system, similarly to the 
governance of  the kingdom. Put most simply, 
this means that the leading officials of  the 
kingdom, the barons, were assigned authority 
over a certain number of  counties and the 
associated royal castles when they came into 
office, and enjoyed the income from these for 
the duration of  their tenure. The system also 
operated on a lower level: the counties and royal 
castles not forming part of  the barons’ honour 
were arranged into smaller administrative units 
which operated in the same way as their larger 
counterparts. The King was in contact only with 
the person in charge of  the honour, who set up 
and controlled the administrative organisation 
required for governing the counties and estates. 

When an army was to be raised, the king 
issued a command to the honour holders 
whose lands lay closest to the planned theatre 
of  operations. The troops raised in this way 
were relatively large in number, but of  little 
combat value. Some of  them were the nobles 
of  the country subject to the honour, and the 
rest comprised a specified proportion of  the 
peasants of  the royal estates, who served as 
infantry. The fact that the nobles were obliged 
to accompany the King on foreign campaigns 
without pay, in violation of  the Golden Bull, 
shows the limitless power of  the Hungarian 

Angevins. The most valuable section of  such 
armies constituted the direct retinue of  the 
honour holders. The nobles raised by the 
levée, and especially the peasants, despite their 
large numbers, were suitable only for reprisal 
campaigns against Balkan princes, their poor 
equipment and lack of  training disqualifying 
them from deployment against Western 
armoured cavalry.

This is why we see armies of  completely 
different composition in Louis I’s western 
campaigns. The core of  these armies was made 
up of  mercenary companies of  heavy cavalry 
organised and led by knights serving in the 
royal court. This marked the appearance of  the 
institution of  dispositio, which was then employed 
right up to the end of  the Middle Ages. Under 
dispositio, the court knights received bounty 
from the King to employ a certain number of  
soldiers. The basic unit of  such companies, on 
the Western pattern, was the lancea consisting of  
one knight in full armour and two or three light 
horsemen. Similar formations were also raised 
by the barons, and these later developed into the 
fixed-strength baronial militias. Armies raised 
in this way were supplemented by a substantial 
number of  Western (Italian and German) 
mercenaries. Several mercenary generals, such 
as the Austrian Ellerbachs and the Cillis of  
Styria, received estates in Hungary and became 
absorbed into the Hungarian aristocracy. The 
armoured knights – even the Hungarians – 
fought with the standard armament of  the 
time: helmet, mail (subsequently plate armour), 
lance, long, straight sword and mace.

The Angevin-era Hungarian armies were 
complemented by various lightly-armed 
auxiliary troops. Such were the Cumans, who 
made a big impression in Italy with their attire 
and their behaviour. Similar mounted archery 
tactics were employed by the Székely soldiers, 
and there were light-cavalry contingents 
contributed by the Angevin kings’ occasional 
Balkan allies. The main strength of  such troops 

The development  
of  Hungarian military organisation (1387–1526)*

16th century Hungarian helmet, 
breastplate and a head  
of  a battleaxe. Dorottya Kanizsai 
Museum, Mohács
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was lightning attacks, and they were of  little 
use in regular battles. Most of  the military 
equipment (such as siege engines) were made 
and operated by foreigners (although in the 15th 
century the munitions industry flourished in 
Hungarian towns). 

Under Louis the Great, Hungarian armies 
were fighting somewhere nearly every year, 
often led by the King himself. Despite 
occasional defeats, the Hungarian King held the 
initiative on every front, and even the failure of  
his Neapolitan plans was due to political rather 
than military factors. The second half  of  the 
14th century was thus a period of  unmatched 
success in Hungarian military history. Louis I’s 
ability to wage war so aggressively, and mostly 
successfully, was principally down to two factors: 
the enormous royal estates and an unlimited 
treasury of  precious metals. These resources 
were no longer available to his successors. In 
this respect, the military history of  the hundred 
and fifty years between the death of  Louis in 
1382 and Mohács may be looked on as a series 
of  increasingly desperate efforts to make up for 
dwindling material resources. As the resources 
required for war depleted, Hungary was forced 
on to the defensive, first against the threatening 
advance of  the Ottoman Turks in the south-
east, and then against the Bohemian Hussites 
in the north-west. Despite Sigismund’s war 
with Venice, John Hunyadi’s campaigns against 
the Turks and Matthias’ conquests in the west, 
Hungary was never again able to retain the 
initiative as it had for many decades under the 
Angevin kings.

At the end of  the century, following the 
defeat at Nicopolis, Sigismund was forced to 
make reforms. First of  all, citing the Turkish 
peril, he suspended the relevant clauses of  the 
Golden Bull and obliged the nobles to rise 
to the defence of  the kingdom at any time, 
even beyond its borders if  necessary. He also 
specified that they had to raise one archer for 
every twenty peasants (this was the militia portalis) 
for military campaigns, at their own expense. 
These reforms did not, however, affect the 
most formidable part of  the Hungarian army, 
which developed unbroken from its Angevin-
era origins. The King’s, Queen’s, prelates’ and 
baronial banderia (militias) still consisted of  

professional soldiers paid from monies from the 
central treasury. Baronial militias could still only 
be kept by the country’s “real” barons, i.e. those 
who actually held office and thus contributed 
to their soldiers’ pay from their own revenues. 
Sigismund was the first Hungarian king who 
tried to regulate the provisioning of  the army 
by law, fixing, for example, the price to be paid 
for basic foods. 

In 1435, Sigismund promulgated further 
reforms. He subordinated soldiers raised under 
the militia portalis to the county ispán (comes), an 
arrangement which evolved, in the Jagiello Era, 
into the county militia. His plan was probably to 
replace the useless noble levée with professional 
soldiery to some extent. This plan did not bear 
fruit, but he had more lasting success with 
the system of  border forts in the south-east. 
Throughout his long reign, Sigismund built up a 
defensive line which, with some later additions, 
was to provide Hungary’s defence against the 
Ottomans right up to Mohács. The garrisons of  
these defensive forts formed the germ of  the 
standing Hungarian army. From the outset, the 
maintenance of  the forts and the pay of  their 
garrisons consumed enormous sums, between 
twenty and fifty per cent of  the king’s revenue. 
It was also under Sigismund that the artillery 
started to develop in Hungary. The king had 
his own cannon (bombarda) which could be sent 
to where they were needed either overland (by 
cart) or by water. That is when the sources start 
to mention royal and municipal cannon masters 
and handguns (pixides) started to become 
common. The French traveller Bertrandon de la 
Brocquiere was very complimentary about the 
cannon he saw at Nándorfehérvár (Belgrade) 
in 1433. 

The reign of  Wladislas I and the regency of  
John Hunyadi brought simultaneous progress 
and setbacks for the Hungarian military. 
The great campaigns against the Ottomans 
accelerated the use of  mercenaries, the noble 
levée being inadequate for these. The constant 
civil wars and the foreign invasion of  much 
of  the country, however, meant that there was 
insufficient revenue for hiring professional 
infantry or acquiring artillery. It is therefore not 
surprising that Hunyadi’s western campaigns 
(against Frederick of  Germany and the Cilli 

Battle scene from the Hussite Wars
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to the defence of  the kingdom at any time, 
even beyond its borders if  necessary. He also 
specified that they had to raise one archer for 
every twenty peasants (this was the militia portalis) 
for military campaigns, at their own expense. 
These reforms did not, however, affect the 
most formidable part of  the Hungarian army, 
which developed unbroken from its Angevin-
era origins. The King’s, Queen’s, prelates’ and 
baronial banderia (militias) still consisted of  

professional soldiers paid from monies from the 
central treasury. Baronial militias could still only 
be kept by the country’s “real” barons, i.e. those 
who actually held office and thus contributed 
to their soldiers’ pay from their own revenues. 
Sigismund was the first Hungarian king who 
tried to regulate the provisioning of  the army 
by law, fixing, for example, the price to be paid 
for basic foods. 

In 1435, Sigismund promulgated further 
reforms. He subordinated soldiers raised under 
the militia portalis to the county ispán (comes), an 
arrangement which evolved, in the Jagiello Era, 
into the county militia. His plan was probably to 
replace the useless noble levée with professional 
soldiery to some extent. This plan did not bear 
fruit, but he had more lasting success with 
the system of  border forts in the south-east. 
Throughout his long reign, Sigismund built up a 
defensive line which, with some later additions, 
was to provide Hungary’s defence against the 
Ottomans right up to Mohács. The garrisons of  
these defensive forts formed the germ of  the 
standing Hungarian army. From the outset, the 
maintenance of  the forts and the pay of  their 
garrisons consumed enormous sums, between 
twenty and fifty per cent of  the king’s revenue. 
It was also under Sigismund that the artillery 
started to develop in Hungary. The king had 
his own cannon (bombarda) which could be sent 
to where they were needed either overland (by 
cart) or by water. That is when the sources start 
to mention royal and municipal cannon masters 
and handguns (pixides) started to become 
common. The French traveller Bertrandon de la 
Brocquiere was very complimentary about the 
cannon he saw at Nándorfehérvár (Belgrade) 
in 1433. 

The reign of  Wladislas I and the regency of  
John Hunyadi brought simultaneous progress 
and setbacks for the Hungarian military. 
The great campaigns against the Ottomans 
accelerated the use of  mercenaries, the noble 
levée being inadequate for these. The constant 
civil wars and the foreign invasion of  much 
of  the country, however, meant that there was 
insufficient revenue for hiring professional 
infantry or acquiring artillery. It is therefore not 
surprising that Hunyadi’s western campaigns 
(against Frederick of  Germany and the Cilli 

Battle scene from the Hussite Wars
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counts) brought no tangible result. The true – 
if  transitory – turning point in the history of  
the Hungarian army was the accomplishment 
of  King Matthias. He made no fundamental 
changes to military institutions: he made 
frequent use of  baronial and ecclesiastical 
militias, as he did of  the noble levée and the 
militia portalis, although only until 1471. In 
early 1472, he declared in terms that brooked 
no contradiction that against the kingdom’s 
enemies every prelate, baron and noble was 
bound by their oath of  allegiance to gather in 
the King’s camp with his banderia. The core 
of  the barons’ banderia were the retainers, the 
minor nobles who entered the barons’ service, 
and when the army was mobilised they were 
joined by mercenaries recruited with the King’s 
money. The leaders of  the affiliated provinces 
also kept permanent troops under arms against 
payment (the Ban of  Croatia-Slavonia had 500 
horsemen, for example). Matthias also paid 
bounty to Croatian and Serbian aristocrats. 
The former provided defence of  the Croatian-
Slavonian frontiers (their own estates), and the 
latter supplied the King with the rác (Serbian) 
light horsemen essential in the Turkish wars and 
also used with success in the western campaigns. 
Together with the frontier castle garrisons, the 
baronial banderia, kept in arms by the King’s 
money, were the seeds of  standing army. 

Matthias’ greatest innovation was the gradual 
development of  the modern professional 
army. Forming the backbone of  this were the 
companies of  Bohemian, Moravian, Polish and 
other soldiers who came to Hungary during 
the Hussite Wars and were taken into service 
by the King after 1462. After he embarked on 
his western conquests, Matthias also frequently 
employed mercenaries on Bohemian, Moravian 
and Silesian lands. Most Bohemian and Silesian 
mercenaries served as heavy cavalry, but some 
of  them were infantry, alongside Germans and 
even a very small number of  Swiss. The soldiers 
in the army, as it became a professional force, 
were by no means purely foreign. From the 
1430s onwards, chiefly to meet the needs of  the 
consecutive Hussite Wars, an increasing number 

of  Hungarian minor and middle nobles found 
a living in war, such as the poor Kalászi family 
of  Nyitra (Nitra) County, whose members 
served as paid soldiers in four different baronial 
banderia in the 1450s.

Although the mercenary army became 
a permanent force (known retrospectively, 
after Matthias’ death, perhaps after its last 
commander, “Fekete” [Black] Haugwitz, as the 
“Black Army”), its numerical strength constantly 
changed. The number kept permanently armed 
was around 10,000, augmented according to 
the purpose and destination of  the campaign. 
Like his Western counterpart monarchs, the 
King made contracts with mercenary captains 
who raised the specified number of  men for the 
specified period for payment in advance. It was 
in the nature of  the mercenary arrangement that 
the same captains, as circumstances changed, 
appeared in the camps of  other rulers, even of  
yesterday’s enemy. This was done by Wilhelm 
Tettauer, for example, who fell into captivity as 
Matthias’ captain and in exchange for freedom 
served in Frederick’s commission, only to return 
soon after to the army of  the Hungarian king. 
By contrast, the Bohemian Cernahora Dabis 
was prompted to join Frederick’s camp after his 
brother was executed by Matthias. With all these 
together, the twenty thousand horsemen and 
eight thousand infantrymen presented at the 
review at Wiener Neustadt in 1487, in addition 
to the border fortress garrisons and the troops 
stationed in occupied lands, must have been the 
maximum strength that Matthias was capable of  
maintaining in pay for several months at a time.

The 1487 figures show that the larger part of  
the standing mercenary army constituted cavalry, 
indeed heavy cavalry. The tactics of  the heavy 
cavalry were still medieval, although the western 
theatre hardly saw a single decisive cavalry 
charge. Matthias used the light cavalry mainly for 
raids, destroying enemy lands and diversionary 
actions. The infantry had a greater role than in 
previous periods, but was still at the bottom of  
the hierarchy. They were mostly heavy infantry 
with long standing shields, fulfilling something 
like the role of  the Hussite wagon fort. Infantry 

carrying shields and armour formed a living 
wall, forming cover for the operation of  the 
handgunners, who formed only one fifth of  
their number. Where necessary, the lightly-
armed attack infantry burst out from the cover 
of  shields and returned upon retreat. Matthias’ 
infantry differed from the Janissaries in three 
major respects. Firstly, it had an overwhelmingly 
defensive function, and could engage only an 
enemy whose battle order was broken. Secondly, 
it was not homogeneous in either weaponry or 
tactics, and was thus necessarily doomed to an 
auxiliary role. Finally, it did not have the endless 
sources of  replenishment that the Janissaries 
did. What they did have in common was their 
death-defying courage: if  they were paid, they 
would sacrifice themselves to the last man in the 
service of  their lord.

Matthias usually respected the organisation 
of  mercenary companies, and where possible 
fitted them into the army’s battle order as 
unbroken units. The company captains had a 
high degree of  freedom in other respects: in a 
campaign, for example, they declared war on the 
enemy individually. On the battlefield, however, 
Matthias maintained order with Draconian 
severity, and settled quarrels between rival 
captains with an iron fist. Most of  the captains, 
like the already-mentioned Tettauer, Cernahora 
Dabis, František Hag or the two Haugwitzes, 
were recruited from Austrian and Bohemian 
provinces, although the Hungarian barons 
and nobles also played prominent parts, such 
as the Slavonian Ban László Egervári, who 
fought valiantly in Silesia an Austria, and also 
made a name for himself  against the Ottomans; 
István Szapolyai, the later Palatine, and István 
Dávidházi, who died in action at the siege of  
Korneuburg.

If  properly and regularly paid, the Western-
type mercenary army was the most modern 
armed force of  the time. Even France, a 
much wealthier country, established the 
foundations of  its standing army only under 
Matthias’ contemporary Louis XI, so that the 
Hungarian King’s reforms were at the forefront 
of  developments of  the time. It should be 

added, however, that Matthias was only able to 
achieve this by utterly depleting his country’s 
resources. Simultaneously maintaining the 
border forts and the standing mercenary army 
would have been beyond Hungary’s revenues 
even with the extraordinary tax Matthias levied 
sometimes twice a year, and the increasing sums 
he demanded from the towns. The solution 
was to station most of  his mercenaries on the 
conquered provinces, and then to require these 
provinces to maintain them. This arrangement 
carried with it the danger that the mercenary 
army would be undermined as the conquests 
tailed off. Nonetheless, the army fulfilled the 
hopes invested in it on Western battlefields. The 
tactics based on avoiding open battle, starving 
out resisting garrisons and ravaging the enemy 
hinterland had only one restraining factor: 
lack of  money. This was easier for Matthias to 
get round than for his Habsburg and Jagiello 
opponents. On the Turkish front, however, 
the Ottoman army’s capabilities in marching 
and manoeuvres, lightning-quick by Western 
standards, and its numerical superiority ruled 
out the tactics of  playing for time and cautious 
advance, and the mercenary army represented 
no progress whatsoever. Matthias was well aware 
of  this, and apart from two counter-strikes of  
limited objective (1464 and 1476), he did not use 
his new model army against the Ottomans. This 
brought criticism from his contemporaries, but 
from the military standpoint he was absolutely 
right. It should be enough to recall that the 
Habsburg Empire, far more powerful than 
Matthias’ Hungary, took nearly two hundred 
years to gain military superiority over the 
Ottoman Empire even when it was in decline. 
By constantly strengthening the border fortress 
system and making minor counter-strikes, and 
thus preserving the integrity of  the southern 
borders, Matthias did everything he could given 
Hungary’s resources at that time. 

Matthias also made great strides in 
development of  the artillery. An ambassador’s 
report of  1479 counted more than one hundred 
large cannon, many of  which were mounted 
on wheeled gun carriages. At the siege of  
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counts) brought no tangible result. The true – 
if  transitory – turning point in the history of  
the Hungarian army was the accomplishment 
of  King Matthias. He made no fundamental 
changes to military institutions: he made 
frequent use of  baronial and ecclesiastical 
militias, as he did of  the noble levée and the 
militia portalis, although only until 1471. In 
early 1472, he declared in terms that brooked 
no contradiction that against the kingdom’s 
enemies every prelate, baron and noble was 
bound by their oath of  allegiance to gather in 
the King’s camp with his banderia. The core 
of  the barons’ banderia were the retainers, the 
minor nobles who entered the barons’ service, 
and when the army was mobilised they were 
joined by mercenaries recruited with the King’s 
money. The leaders of  the affiliated provinces 
also kept permanent troops under arms against 
payment (the Ban of  Croatia-Slavonia had 500 
horsemen, for example). Matthias also paid 
bounty to Croatian and Serbian aristocrats. 
The former provided defence of  the Croatian-
Slavonian frontiers (their own estates), and the 
latter supplied the King with the rác (Serbian) 
light horsemen essential in the Turkish wars and 
also used with success in the western campaigns. 
Together with the frontier castle garrisons, the 
baronial banderia, kept in arms by the King’s 
money, were the seeds of  standing army. 

Matthias’ greatest innovation was the gradual 
development of  the modern professional 
army. Forming the backbone of  this were the 
companies of  Bohemian, Moravian, Polish and 
other soldiers who came to Hungary during 
the Hussite Wars and were taken into service 
by the King after 1462. After he embarked on 
his western conquests, Matthias also frequently 
employed mercenaries on Bohemian, Moravian 
and Silesian lands. Most Bohemian and Silesian 
mercenaries served as heavy cavalry, but some 
of  them were infantry, alongside Germans and 
even a very small number of  Swiss. The soldiers 
in the army, as it became a professional force, 
were by no means purely foreign. From the 
1430s onwards, chiefly to meet the needs of  the 
consecutive Hussite Wars, an increasing number 

of  Hungarian minor and middle nobles found 
a living in war, such as the poor Kalászi family 
of  Nyitra (Nitra) County, whose members 
served as paid soldiers in four different baronial 
banderia in the 1450s.

Although the mercenary army became 
a permanent force (known retrospectively, 
after Matthias’ death, perhaps after its last 
commander, “Fekete” [Black] Haugwitz, as the 
“Black Army”), its numerical strength constantly 
changed. The number kept permanently armed 
was around 10,000, augmented according to 
the purpose and destination of  the campaign. 
Like his Western counterpart monarchs, the 
King made contracts with mercenary captains 
who raised the specified number of  men for the 
specified period for payment in advance. It was 
in the nature of  the mercenary arrangement that 
the same captains, as circumstances changed, 
appeared in the camps of  other rulers, even of  
yesterday’s enemy. This was done by Wilhelm 
Tettauer, for example, who fell into captivity as 
Matthias’ captain and in exchange for freedom 
served in Frederick’s commission, only to return 
soon after to the army of  the Hungarian king. 
By contrast, the Bohemian Cernahora Dabis 
was prompted to join Frederick’s camp after his 
brother was executed by Matthias. With all these 
together, the twenty thousand horsemen and 
eight thousand infantrymen presented at the 
review at Wiener Neustadt in 1487, in addition 
to the border fortress garrisons and the troops 
stationed in occupied lands, must have been the 
maximum strength that Matthias was capable of  
maintaining in pay for several months at a time.

The 1487 figures show that the larger part of  
the standing mercenary army constituted cavalry, 
indeed heavy cavalry. The tactics of  the heavy 
cavalry were still medieval, although the western 
theatre hardly saw a single decisive cavalry 
charge. Matthias used the light cavalry mainly for 
raids, destroying enemy lands and diversionary 
actions. The infantry had a greater role than in 
previous periods, but was still at the bottom of  
the hierarchy. They were mostly heavy infantry 
with long standing shields, fulfilling something 
like the role of  the Hussite wagon fort. Infantry 

carrying shields and armour formed a living 
wall, forming cover for the operation of  the 
handgunners, who formed only one fifth of  
their number. Where necessary, the lightly-
armed attack infantry burst out from the cover 
of  shields and returned upon retreat. Matthias’ 
infantry differed from the Janissaries in three 
major respects. Firstly, it had an overwhelmingly 
defensive function, and could engage only an 
enemy whose battle order was broken. Secondly, 
it was not homogeneous in either weaponry or 
tactics, and was thus necessarily doomed to an 
auxiliary role. Finally, it did not have the endless 
sources of  replenishment that the Janissaries 
did. What they did have in common was their 
death-defying courage: if  they were paid, they 
would sacrifice themselves to the last man in the 
service of  their lord.

Matthias usually respected the organisation 
of  mercenary companies, and where possible 
fitted them into the army’s battle order as 
unbroken units. The company captains had a 
high degree of  freedom in other respects: in a 
campaign, for example, they declared war on the 
enemy individually. On the battlefield, however, 
Matthias maintained order with Draconian 
severity, and settled quarrels between rival 
captains with an iron fist. Most of  the captains, 
like the already-mentioned Tettauer, Cernahora 
Dabis, František Hag or the two Haugwitzes, 
were recruited from Austrian and Bohemian 
provinces, although the Hungarian barons 
and nobles also played prominent parts, such 
as the Slavonian Ban László Egervári, who 
fought valiantly in Silesia an Austria, and also 
made a name for himself  against the Ottomans; 
István Szapolyai, the later Palatine, and István 
Dávidházi, who died in action at the siege of  
Korneuburg.

If  properly and regularly paid, the Western-
type mercenary army was the most modern 
armed force of  the time. Even France, a 
much wealthier country, established the 
foundations of  its standing army only under 
Matthias’ contemporary Louis XI, so that the 
Hungarian King’s reforms were at the forefront 
of  developments of  the time. It should be 

added, however, that Matthias was only able to 
achieve this by utterly depleting his country’s 
resources. Simultaneously maintaining the 
border forts and the standing mercenary army 
would have been beyond Hungary’s revenues 
even with the extraordinary tax Matthias levied 
sometimes twice a year, and the increasing sums 
he demanded from the towns. The solution 
was to station most of  his mercenaries on the 
conquered provinces, and then to require these 
provinces to maintain them. This arrangement 
carried with it the danger that the mercenary 
army would be undermined as the conquests 
tailed off. Nonetheless, the army fulfilled the 
hopes invested in it on Western battlefields. The 
tactics based on avoiding open battle, starving 
out resisting garrisons and ravaging the enemy 
hinterland had only one restraining factor: 
lack of  money. This was easier for Matthias to 
get round than for his Habsburg and Jagiello 
opponents. On the Turkish front, however, 
the Ottoman army’s capabilities in marching 
and manoeuvres, lightning-quick by Western 
standards, and its numerical superiority ruled 
out the tactics of  playing for time and cautious 
advance, and the mercenary army represented 
no progress whatsoever. Matthias was well aware 
of  this, and apart from two counter-strikes of  
limited objective (1464 and 1476), he did not use 
his new model army against the Ottomans. This 
brought criticism from his contemporaries, but 
from the military standpoint he was absolutely 
right. It should be enough to recall that the 
Habsburg Empire, far more powerful than 
Matthias’ Hungary, took nearly two hundred 
years to gain military superiority over the 
Ottoman Empire even when it was in decline. 
By constantly strengthening the border fortress 
system and making minor counter-strikes, and 
thus preserving the integrity of  the southern 
borders, Matthias did everything he could given 
Hungary’s resources at that time. 

Matthias also made great strides in 
development of  the artillery. An ambassador’s 
report of  1479 counted more than one hundred 
large cannon, many of  which were mounted 
on wheeled gun carriages. At the siege of  

Scabbard of  a gilded Turkish sabre  
with silver fittings from the last quarter  

of  the 15th century. 



195 THE ANGEVIN AND SIGISMUND ERAS194FOR THE HOMELAND UNTO DEATH – 1100 YEARS

maintaining such militias could use half  of  
their royal taxes to pay the mercenaries. The 
counties collected half  of  the tax due on the 
plots of  the nobles not named in the law, and 
they raised the soldiers, and county captains 
led them into battle. In purely numerical terms, 
the system seemed viable. It had three fatal 
flaws, however. Firstly, half  of  the royal tax 
plus the landowners’ income was not enough 
to pay the militias, and so it was very seldom 
that the nobles raised them in full strength. 
Secondly, raising the soldiers depended on the 
collecting of  royal and aristocratic taxes, under 
the slow schedule of  common law, which 
fatally slowed mobilisation. Finally, unlike 
Matthias’ mercenaries, the banderium soldiers 
were largely farming nobles who were reluctant 
to leave their fields when there was work to be 
done. This was a severe disadvantage against 
Ottoman soldiers who lived mostly on booty.

It is important to bear in mind that the 
medieval Kingdom of  Hungary ultimately 
failed for economic rather than military reasons. 
The steadily-rising Ottoman pressure, which 
passed the point of  endurance after 1520, 
imposed such an economic burden on the 
government that not even Matthias or any other 
contemporary European king could have coped 
with it. The latest research has determined that 
Matthias’ revenue even in his best years could 
not have been more than 750,000 florins; the 
Sultan’s ordinary revenue in 1475 was 1,850,000 
florins. Royal revenue under the Jagiellos 
radically declined, to about 200,000 florins a 
year. This has to be set against an annual bill of  
116,000 florins to maintain the 7817 soldiers, 
not all of  them professional mercenaries, 
under arms, to which must be added the costs 
of  maintaining the border forts. The ordinary 
defence expenses therefore absorbed the king’s 
entire revenue. An illustrative example of  the 
consequences is the case of  the Slavonian 

bans, who did not get paid from the end of  
the 15th century and covered the costs of  their 
men and the border forts by mortgaging their 
own property, the king trying to satisfy them 
in various other ways. The last ban of  Croatia–
Slavonia before Mohács, Ferenc Batthyány, 
when setting out to relieve Jajca in 1525, wrote 
a will in which, with barely-concealed irony, 
he asked the royal couple in case of  his death 
to help his wife pay off  his debts, since they 
had been accumulated in the service of  their 
Majesties, because “as we well remember, they 
had to date not granted him a single denar as 
Ban of  Slavonia.” In 1502, when the Hungarian 
border fort system still functioned well, the 
Royal Treasurer wrote in reply to the Ban of  
Jajca’s urgent request for payment: “we are 
doing all that we can within our strength and 
opportunity, but in vain, so confused are His 
Royal Highness’s affairs and matters […]; we 
have now mortgaged even our own property, 
but this has not rendered us capable of  more; 
we would be prepared to shed our own blood if  
this would help in the defence of  the kingdom, 
because so many are asking that we cannot 
satisfy them. […] As time passes, so much must 
be paid to the border forts and His Majesty’s 
soldiers that God knows what I will do.” The 
fact that Hungary withstood the onslaught 
until 1526 was due to a long spell of  fortunate 
foreign political circumstances combined with 
the frontier fort system built up by Sigismund 
and Matthias and the dedication of  a small but 
honourable part of  the ruling class. Mohács 
was not an unexpected catastrophe, but the 
necessary conclusion of  what had always been 
an unequal struggle.

*Excerpt from Tamás Pálosfalvi “Nikápolytól Mohácsig 1396–
1526” (From Nicopolis to Mohács, 1396–1526. Zrínyi Kiadó, 

Budapest, 2005)

Szabács, Matthias also made successful use 
of  boat-mounted siege cannon. Although he 
kept gunners and bombardiers in standing 
service, he also regularly requested gunners 
from the towns. Cannon were manufactured in 
workshops in the towns, and often exchanged 
owners: the Hungarians looted the Turks’ siege 
guns during the defence of  Jajca (now Jajce, 
Bosnia-Herzegovina) in 1463, but their own 
camp fell to the Sultan in Zvornik a year later. 
Artillery was only really effective in sieges, its 
low rate of  fire giving it little influence over the 
course of  battle. It is interesting that Matthias 
was more interested in traditional siege engines 
than cannon, and gave a lot of  thought to 
inventing new ones. His conservatism partly 
stemmed from the expense of  gunpowder, 
which made mechanical weapons cheaper to run 
than cannon. There are a great many surviving 
castle inventories from around the time of  
Matthias’ death and the Jagiello era which show 
that the problem was not with the number of  
guns (bombards, mortars, kartaunes) but the 
quantity of  gunpowder. 

Finally, there were the ships of  the 
Danube. Matthias, following on from his 
father, developed these into a branch of  the 
armed forces of  its own. The fleet consisted 
of  fifty larger naszád gunboats and several 
hundred smaller boats. Their main function 
was transport, but cannon were mounted on 
naszáds for sieges of  cities, for example in 
1476. Most of  the crew were Serbian sailors, 
organised into companies. The main bases were 
Nándorfehérvár (Belgrade) and Szalánkemén 
(now Stari Slankamen, Serbia). During 
Matthias’ reign, the fleet assisted Hungarian 
land operations as effectively as the Ottoman 
river fleet did on the other side. 

After Matthias’ death, as was foreseeable, 
the standing mercenary army disintegrated. 
Upon the election of  Wladislas II as King 
of  Hungary, the Bohemian provinces were 
no longer occupied lands, and the Austrian 
conquests were quickly lost. King Wladislas II 
used the formations returning from occupation 
duty to repel the rival claimants to the throne 
– Maximilian Habsburg and his own brother 
John Albert. After peace was restored, however, 
he could no longer afford to pay them. There 

could be no question of  the oppressive taxation 
imposed by Matthias, and Wladislas II in any 
case was not one to prosecute his predecessor’s 
aggressive but far-seeing style of  government. 
For want of  better, the mercenaries were 
marched to the southern frontiers, but when 
they did not receive their bounty, they started 
looting, until Pál Kinizsi, leading a banderium 
of  southern nobles, destroyed them in one 
merciless encounter. The remainder, some two 
thousand men, were relocated to Austria, where 
they soon broke up.

The decay of  the mercenary army did not 
mark the end of  the standing army. Neither did 
it bring an end to the system of  defence against 
the Ottomans, against which the mercenaries 
had not, with one exception, been used to 
fight. Quite accurate figures for the number 
of  soldiers kept under arms on the frontiers 
have survived from the middle of  the Jagiello 
Era. In the 1510s, the treasury recorded 3590 
cavalry, 400 infantry and 1100 sailors in the 
south-eastern castles, and 1657 cavalry and 770 
infantry on the Croatian-Slavonian frontier. 
Although there is no record of  how the cavalry 
was distributed, it is likely that the vast majority 
were hussars adapted for frontier raiding 
tactics. On the south-eastern stretch, however, 
eighty per cent of  the hussars and infantry were 
peasant soldiers serving for very small bounty, 
who gradually lost the lands providing their 
living because of  the constant raids. The same 
is true for the sailors, of  which Pál Tomori 
could only gather a tiny remnant in the 1520s. 
The situation was slightly different on the 
Croatian–Slavonian frontiers, where a larger 
number of  mercenary infantry served in the 
larger fortresses, such as Jajca. Taken together, 
the number of  troops serving for bounty alone 
– i.e. those of  substantial combat value – in the 
frontier castle garrisons could not have been 
more than a few thousand.

The Jagiello government made some 
attempt to replace the defunct mercenary field 
army by breathing new life into the banderia 
system and the militia portalis. In 1498, a law was 
passed listing the aristocrats and church bodies 
who had to provide one heavy cavalryman for 
every 36 plots (porta), and one hussar for every 
24 plots in the southern counties. The nobles 
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maintaining such militias could use half  of  
their royal taxes to pay the mercenaries. The 
counties collected half  of  the tax due on the 
plots of  the nobles not named in the law, and 
they raised the soldiers, and county captains 
led them into battle. In purely numerical terms, 
the system seemed viable. It had three fatal 
flaws, however. Firstly, half  of  the royal tax 
plus the landowners’ income was not enough 
to pay the militias, and so it was very seldom 
that the nobles raised them in full strength. 
Secondly, raising the soldiers depended on the 
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the slow schedule of  common law, which 
fatally slowed mobilisation. Finally, unlike 
Matthias’ mercenaries, the banderium soldiers 
were largely farming nobles who were reluctant 
to leave their fields when there was work to be 
done. This was a severe disadvantage against 
Ottoman soldiers who lived mostly on booty.

It is important to bear in mind that the 
medieval Kingdom of  Hungary ultimately 
failed for economic rather than military reasons. 
The steadily-rising Ottoman pressure, which 
passed the point of  endurance after 1520, 
imposed such an economic burden on the 
government that not even Matthias or any other 
contemporary European king could have coped 
with it. The latest research has determined that 
Matthias’ revenue even in his best years could 
not have been more than 750,000 florins; the 
Sultan’s ordinary revenue in 1475 was 1,850,000 
florins. Royal revenue under the Jagiellos 
radically declined, to about 200,000 florins a 
year. This has to be set against an annual bill of  
116,000 florins to maintain the 7817 soldiers, 
not all of  them professional mercenaries, 
under arms, to which must be added the costs 
of  maintaining the border forts. The ordinary 
defence expenses therefore absorbed the king’s 
entire revenue. An illustrative example of  the 
consequences is the case of  the Slavonian 

bans, who did not get paid from the end of  
the 15th century and covered the costs of  their 
men and the border forts by mortgaging their 
own property, the king trying to satisfy them 
in various other ways. The last ban of  Croatia–
Slavonia before Mohács, Ferenc Batthyány, 
when setting out to relieve Jajca in 1525, wrote 
a will in which, with barely-concealed irony, 
he asked the royal couple in case of  his death 
to help his wife pay off  his debts, since they 
had been accumulated in the service of  their 
Majesties, because “as we well remember, they 
had to date not granted him a single denar as 
Ban of  Slavonia.” In 1502, when the Hungarian 
border fort system still functioned well, the 
Royal Treasurer wrote in reply to the Ban of  
Jajca’s urgent request for payment: “we are 
doing all that we can within our strength and 
opportunity, but in vain, so confused are His 
Royal Highness’s affairs and matters […]; we 
have now mortgaged even our own property, 
but this has not rendered us capable of  more; 
we would be prepared to shed our own blood if  
this would help in the defence of  the kingdom, 
because so many are asking that we cannot 
satisfy them. […] As time passes, so much must 
be paid to the border forts and His Majesty’s 
soldiers that God knows what I will do.” The 
fact that Hungary withstood the onslaught 
until 1526 was due to a long spell of  fortunate 
foreign political circumstances combined with 
the frontier fort system built up by Sigismund 
and Matthias and the dedication of  a small but 
honourable part of  the ruling class. Mohács 
was not an unexpected catastrophe, but the 
necessary conclusion of  what had always been 
an unequal struggle.

*Excerpt from Tamás Pálosfalvi “Nikápolytól Mohácsig 1396–
1526” (From Nicopolis to Mohács, 1396–1526. Zrínyi Kiadó, 

Budapest, 2005)

Szabács, Matthias also made successful use 
of  boat-mounted siege cannon. Although he 
kept gunners and bombardiers in standing 
service, he also regularly requested gunners 
from the towns. Cannon were manufactured in 
workshops in the towns, and often exchanged 
owners: the Hungarians looted the Turks’ siege 
guns during the defence of  Jajca (now Jajce, 
Bosnia-Herzegovina) in 1463, but their own 
camp fell to the Sultan in Zvornik a year later. 
Artillery was only really effective in sieges, its 
low rate of  fire giving it little influence over the 
course of  battle. It is interesting that Matthias 
was more interested in traditional siege engines 
than cannon, and gave a lot of  thought to 
inventing new ones. His conservatism partly 
stemmed from the expense of  gunpowder, 
which made mechanical weapons cheaper to run 
than cannon. There are a great many surviving 
castle inventories from around the time of  
Matthias’ death and the Jagiello era which show 
that the problem was not with the number of  
guns (bombards, mortars, kartaunes) but the 
quantity of  gunpowder. 

Finally, there were the ships of  the 
Danube. Matthias, following on from his 
father, developed these into a branch of  the 
armed forces of  its own. The fleet consisted 
of  fifty larger naszád gunboats and several 
hundred smaller boats. Their main function 
was transport, but cannon were mounted on 
naszáds for sieges of  cities, for example in 
1476. Most of  the crew were Serbian sailors, 
organised into companies. The main bases were 
Nándorfehérvár (Belgrade) and Szalánkemén 
(now Stari Slankamen, Serbia). During 
Matthias’ reign, the fleet assisted Hungarian 
land operations as effectively as the Ottoman 
river fleet did on the other side. 

After Matthias’ death, as was foreseeable, 
the standing mercenary army disintegrated. 
Upon the election of  Wladislas II as King 
of  Hungary, the Bohemian provinces were 
no longer occupied lands, and the Austrian 
conquests were quickly lost. King Wladislas II 
used the formations returning from occupation 
duty to repel the rival claimants to the throne 
– Maximilian Habsburg and his own brother 
John Albert. After peace was restored, however, 
he could no longer afford to pay them. There 

could be no question of  the oppressive taxation 
imposed by Matthias, and Wladislas II in any 
case was not one to prosecute his predecessor’s 
aggressive but far-seeing style of  government. 
For want of  better, the mercenaries were 
marched to the southern frontiers, but when 
they did not receive their bounty, they started 
looting, until Pál Kinizsi, leading a banderium 
of  southern nobles, destroyed them in one 
merciless encounter. The remainder, some two 
thousand men, were relocated to Austria, where 
they soon broke up.

The decay of  the mercenary army did not 
mark the end of  the standing army. Neither did 
it bring an end to the system of  defence against 
the Ottomans, against which the mercenaries 
had not, with one exception, been used to 
fight. Quite accurate figures for the number 
of  soldiers kept under arms on the frontiers 
have survived from the middle of  the Jagiello 
Era. In the 1510s, the treasury recorded 3590 
cavalry, 400 infantry and 1100 sailors in the 
south-eastern castles, and 1657 cavalry and 770 
infantry on the Croatian-Slavonian frontier. 
Although there is no record of  how the cavalry 
was distributed, it is likely that the vast majority 
were hussars adapted for frontier raiding 
tactics. On the south-eastern stretch, however, 
eighty per cent of  the hussars and infantry were 
peasant soldiers serving for very small bounty, 
who gradually lost the lands providing their 
living because of  the constant raids. The same 
is true for the sailors, of  which Pál Tomori 
could only gather a tiny remnant in the 1520s. 
The situation was slightly different on the 
Croatian–Slavonian frontiers, where a larger 
number of  mercenary infantry served in the 
larger fortresses, such as Jajca. Taken together, 
the number of  troops serving for bounty alone 
– i.e. those of  substantial combat value – in the 
frontier castle garrisons could not have been 
more than a few thousand.

The Jagiello government made some 
attempt to replace the defunct mercenary field 
army by breathing new life into the banderia 
system and the militia portalis. In 1498, a law was 
passed listing the aristocrats and church bodies 
who had to provide one heavy cavalryman for 
every 36 plots (porta), and one hussar for every 
24 plots in the southern counties. The nobles 
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View of  Buda during the reign 
of  King Matthias, hand-tinted 
illustration from Hartmann 
Schedel’s Liber chronicarum 
(Nuremberg, 1493). One of  the 
earliest authentic representations  
of  the city.

It has been said of  Matthias, partly in 
criticism, that he wanted to make an Italy out 
of  Hungary, and this ambition is perceptible 
from things he did even before his marriage 
to Beatrix. Italy’s presence in Hungary as an 
artistic and cultural model already had a long 
history. Over a period of  130 years, the reign of  
the Angevin kings, who came to the Hungarian 
throne from Naples, and of  Sigismund, who 
was crowned Holy Roman Emperor in Rome, 
had laid solid groundwork for the reception 
of  Italian culture. Matthias’ father John was an 
uneducated man, but served for many years as a 
mercenary for the Viscontis in Italy. Italy must 
have taken effect on this soldier, who hired as 
his son’s tutor Hungary’s first and most eminent 
humanist prelate, János Vitéz. Contemporary 
observers were unanimous that Matthias fully 
identified with the spirit of  humanist culture: 
what he learned from the court humanists was 
not just pageantry and propaganda, but an 
integral part of  his life. He had a library full 
of  books by classical authors, and he must 
have read many of  them, including treatises 

on warfare. Much of  what he read, such as the 
avoidance of  open battle and the consolidation 
of  training and discipline, he successfully put 
into military practice. It was a cruel twist of  fate, 
however, that his Italian political and family 
relationships were of  little help in making his 
way in grand European politics, or in finding 
a suitable wife for his son John. Neither he 
nor his son succeeded in making the transition 
from Hunyadi to Corvin, although the dazzling 
spectacle sometimes obscured this truth. There 
remain some remarkable products: Rosselli’s 
map of  Hungary is linked to this period, and 
the oldest military map of  Hungary and the 
Balkans (possibly planned during Sigismund’s 
reign) survives in the Matthias-era Taccola 
manuscript, of  Italian origin, and may have 
found its way from there to Constantinople.

Matthias had enormous influence on how 
the Hungarians see themselves, and how the 
outside world sees Hungary. Very few chronicles 
or works of  literature were written during the 
reign of  earlier Hungarian monarchs, even 
the Angevins or Sigismund. All this changed 

Matthias Corvinus, illustration in the book Nádasdy Mausoleum, published 1664.

King Matthias: Rex Invictissimus  
– The invincible king*
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Europe to assume an active role. As a child, 
Matthias won Papal support through the 
nimbus of  his father, John Hunyadi. Pope 
Calixtus III described Matthias’s father as 
Christ’s invincible athlete. But the victories 
over the Ottomans also came at the top of  the 
humanists’ list when the King sent a letter to 
the German Imperial Diet in 1480, and when 
he declared war on Frederick. The Hungarian 
nobility also expected this of  him, and one of  
the motives of  the plot against him must have 
been dissatisfaction with his policy towards the 
Turks. 

In a poem by Janus Pannonius (I, 2), the King 
sets out against the Turks bearing Hercules’ 
mace, and those entering the Buda palace were 
perhaps being reminded of  the same thing by 
the statue of  Hercules (which the Ottomans 
eventually took with them to Istanbul as war 
booty). Marsilio Ficino also used the Hercules 
parallel for Matthias in 1480 when requesting 
the assistance of  the Hungarian king during the 
Ottoman occupation of  Ottranto. Matthias did 

indeed send a 700-strong contingent across the 
sea, and they fought there with valour. 

Propaganda and truth are difficult to 
disentangle in Matthias’ policy against the 
Turks. The Hungarian treasury was certainly 
in need of  Papal and Venetian subventions, 
but Matthias knew that his kingdom and army 
were not in a position to pursue a decisive 
offensive against the Ottoman Empire. On 
the other hand, Matthias was the king who 
resumed Sigismund’s construction of  the line 
of  southern border fortresses. With a newly-
organised hinterland and construction overseen 
by military engineers, the defensive line 
successfully held off  the Ottomans until the 
fall of  Belgrade in 1521. Nonetheless, his great 
enemy, the Holy Roman Emperor Frederick 
III, was justified in his complaints that the 
Hungarian border defences actually let through 
Turkish raiders (1469–83) who then passed 
unopposed into Austrian lands. In 1475–76, 
in the Hungarian campaign against Szabács, 
he deliberately chose a small, if  strategically 

during Matthias’ reign. It was no doubt under 
the influence of  János Vitéz that he became 
interested in printing, although the King was 
quite rightly unsatisfied with the Hungarian 
Chronicle published in Buda in 1473. Another 
scholar commissioned for such work, János 
Thuróczy, also drew on medieval models. The 
two editions of  the new chronicle found their 
way to the most remote points in Europe, from 
Salamanca to Amsterdam. The gold-printed 
woodcuts (a world first) and the up-to-date 
news – the capture of  Wiener Neustadt hardly 
one year previously – were aimed at boosting the 
King’s reputation. The full-page representation 
of  St Ladislas as St George struggling with the 
pagans was a message of  the King’s role as 
defender of  the faith, as the introduction to the 
Chronicle makes explicit: “your reputation and 
glory shines throughout Europe, you having so 
many times driven off  the foes of  the Christian 
people, the dreaded Turks, and defeated the 
neighbouring peoples.” This may also be why 
an appendix to the Chronicle about the Mongol 

invasion of  1241–42 coincidentally includes the 
lines of  the Lamentation of  the south Italian 
canon Rogerio, proving that Hungary was, even 
then, a bastion of  Christendom.

In Alessandro Cortesi’s panegyric, De 
laudibus bellicis Matthiae Corvini Hungariae regis, the 
King’s aim is to expel the Turks from Europe. 
The poet holds Matthias’ military success 
against the castle of  Jajca (Jajce) in Bosnia as 
proof  that he is “the conqueror of  land and 
sea.” The greatest Hungarian military victory 
of  the period, however, was at Kenyérmező 
(“Breadfield”), a battle which carved out a 
place in Hungarian historical mythology for 
several centuries, and even in the early 17th 
century it was the only battle that Isaac Maior 
found worthy of  representing on his series 
of  etchings. Pál Fodor and Ferenc Szakály 
have drawn on historical sources to produce a 
fascinating reconstruction of  this battle. 

Matthias’ confrontation of  the Turks was 
the cornerstone of  his propaganda, but also 
the main, if  not the only ground for prompting 

A sombre battle scene from the 
Matthias Graduale,  

a book of  liturgical music from 
Matthias’ library.

A knight in armour beseeches God, 
behind him his army in tight formation, 
ready to march, under the hostile gaze  
of  armoured warriors in close battle 
order. Behind the Muslim in the 
foreground, a figure with a turban 
leads a Crusader knight. The picture is 
clearly an allusion to the Crusades and 
the sufferings of  oppressed Christians. 
Detail from the Matthias Graduale.
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basically motivated by domestic political 
considerations. As the national, elected 
and invincible king of  the “Hun Magyars”, 
Attila must have been an attractive model, 
especially because, like Matthias, the principal 
enemy he faced was the Roman Emperor. 
The main propagator of  this view was 
Thuróczy, whose entire narrative from Attila 
to Matthias is constructed to lead the reader 
to this conclusion. The humanists opposing 
Matthias could turn the analogy against him: 
depictions of  the horned, devilish Attila bore 
the unmistakeable facial features of  Matthias. 

Hungary greatly benefited from all of  
this propaganda, and one of  the positive 
components of  Hungary’s image remains 
to this day the “Matthias-era Renaissance”, 
represented in the contemporary fresco of  
the Apostolic Library in the Vatican and 
the portrait of  Matthias as “patron of  the 
library” in the ceiling fresco of  the Baroque 
great hall of  the National Library in Vienna. 
Of  symbolic value is King Matthias’ funerary 
shield, held in the collection of  the Vienna 
court and – significantly – taken as war booty 
during the Napoleonic Wars to Paris, where it 
may still be seen.

Continuity – the retention of  some 
decidedly archaic aspects of  medieval kingship 
– was much more prominent in Matthias’ rule 
than used to be thought. The King largely 
benefited from the privileges of  common law 
that his weaker predecessors had been unable 
to exercise. In the words of  András Kubinyi, 
he “proved that effective government was 
possible using completely medieval forms.” 
The situation was similar in art, where 
the very strong Late Gothic style which 
flourished in many branches of  the arts was 
greatly underestimated by earlier research, and 
even warfare retained many more traditional 
elements than radical breaks with the past. 
It is true, however, that the humanist culture 
of  the court, the Renaissance artworks, the 
standing army, and the strengthened power of  
the King were regarded as extraordinary even 
by contemporaries. 

*Excerpt from László Veszprémy (ed.): Rex Invictissimus 
(Invincible King., Zrínyi Kiadó, Budapest, 2008).

significant, Turkish fort, which his famous 
mercenaries then took a shamefully long time 
to capture, with many casualties. Paradoxically, 
the greatest Hungarian–Turkish clash before 
Mohács, the Battle of  Kenyérmező in 1479, 
which ended in victory for the Hungarians and 
was looked back on with relish for centuries 
to come, was not actually connected with 
Matthias or his mercenaries. Pál Fodor has 
examined the turning points of  the Turks’ 
expansion policy through research in archives 
and libraries in Istanbul. Matthias was indeed 
the master of  grand strategy, and it is not 
unreasonable to see his western wars as being 
also addressed to the Ottomans on the strategic 
scale. The royal mercenary army fighting and 
stationed in neighbouring countries did indeed 
have a deterrent effect. Although the Ottomans 

understood this, and refrained from launching 
major attacks during Matthias’ lifetime, it was 
a line of  thinking his own barons were less 
inclined to accept. They regarded the mercenary 
army as the pillar of  royal tyranny designed to 
oppress them, a waste of  the country’s income, 
and responded with a plot. The King’s long-
term domestic and foreign strategic objectives 
were extinguished moments after his death, and 
one of  the first acts of  his successors was to 
break up his mercenary army.

Another aspect of  the invictissimus rex image 
was the parallel between Matthias and Attila. 
This drew deeply on the medieval Hungarian 
tradition, and given the background of  the 
Hungarian chronicles, nobody doubted the 
identity of  the Hun and Hungarian peoples. 
The propagation of  this view was no doubt 

Left: 
Hand-and-a-half  sword (copy) 
from the 15th century. The sword 
was the most important weapon of  
war because of  its easy portability. 
By the end of  the century every 
soldier tried to arm himself  with 
some kind of  sword.

Right: 
S-crosspiece sword from 15th century

The Battle of  Kenyérmező (Breadfield), 
painting by Ian Osolsobie. Pál Kinizsi 

rescues the Voivode of  Transylvania. 
This decisive Hungarian victory against 

a Turkish raid in 1479 deterred any 
similar attacks for many years to come.
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of  pretence; he has an endless longing for glory, 
and was truly born to rule. 

This King inherited a kingdom which its 
nobles had cast into turmoil. Gaining in strength 
and wisdom, he struggled out of  the flood to the 
surface, and with his wise government he has 
settled all troubles.

The King’s renown spreads through the 
world, his sword fills the neighbouring lands with 
dread. 

Even the great Mohamed, whose lance spares 
no-one, does not dare to put the King’s strength 
to the test in open battle. He ran from his sword 
before the castle of  Jajca and – as we have said 
– in Moldova, and returned to his own land, his 
hopes spoiled. Fate itself  has borne this King to 
victory. His glories are sung in this verse:

Mercy of  fate: again has come  
     the great era of  the Huns,
In which King Attila stood triumphant

The King’s storehouse and table gleam with 
splendour and luxury, fine fittings, gold and 
silver cups and vessels, and we believe no king 
of  Hungary has been so glorious. Evidence 
of  this is the famous council the King held 
with the King of  Poland’s son, his Excellency 
Wladislaw, in the city of  Alamóc [Olomouc]. In 
the palaces and streets of  the city, the King laid 
before the eyes of  the people in marvellous and 
unprecedented abundance his treasures in pearls, 
precious stones, gold and silver, that is, vessels 
and goblets and other pieces that decorate the 
King’s table and home; we think that not even 
King Ahasuerus of  Persia and Babylon could 
have displayed such to the princes of  his country 
at such a memorable banquet. Who could list the 
immeasurable profusion of  cannon, muskets, 
war machines and catapults which the King takes 
with him in his campaigns to destroy enemy forts 

and castles? Nobody has ever seen so much in 
one place. We might venture that he surpasses all 
other Christian kings in these matters.

So much more should be said of  him which 
is worthy of  memory for its magnificence and 
novelty. But since his great and glorious deeds 
demand another scribe and another opus, a 
messenger of  greater voice than mine, what 
may yet be written about the King – begging 
forgiveness for my daring which prompted the 
writing of  the foregoing – I leave to those who 
have encouraged me. They will tell everything in 
finer and more fitting style than has been done. 
They will also tell more of  the quarrel which 
provoked the King against the Roman Emperor.

Thanks be to God.”*

*Excerpt from János Thuróczy “A magyarok krónikája”  
(The Chronicle of  the Hungarians). In: Mátyás országa (Matthias’ 

Kingdom – A Literary Anthology.   
Zrínyi Kiadó, Budapest, 2009)

“This man has all of  the natural faculties befitting 
a ruler: of  all the Christian princes of  our time, 
he alone performs his governing office with great 
and glorious acts. Was it not Mohamed, emperor 
of  the Turks, who has struck fear and alarm 
throughout the whole world and whose actions 
have earned him the title of  Mohamed the Great, 
who is reputed to have said, “Of  all the rulers of  
the world, I and he, only we two, are truly entitled 
to the title of  ruler.” He is thoughtful in council, as 

befits a monarch. With wrongdoers he is merciful 
and lenient, in arranging the affairs of  state spirited 
and far-seeing, he is of  active mind, he has the 
courage to venture on great and hazardous things, 
he bears his efforts tirelessly, he is sharp-witted in 
considering and preventing future eventualities, 
cautious in avoiding dangers, nimble-minded in 
uncovering and frustrating the enemy’s snares and 
intentions, astonishingly competent in military 
affairs and every act of  government, the master 
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Silk hangings from King Matthias’ 
throne.  
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been in danger, his perpetual good fortune 
nonetheless saved him. However, he was a man 
of  such shining talent and had such experience 
in governance of  state and the administration 
of  affairs that whatever he turned his hand to, 
everything was fulfilled according to his wishes, 
even sometimes quite reckless things. He 
handled his soldiers so masterfully, with such 
natural facility, that not a few fought on his side 
without bounty, merely in the hope of  glory. 
He possessed, coupled with some not ignoble 
craftiness, a greatness of  mind with which he 
held all of  his neighbours in terror. There was 
no lofty prince along his borders whom he could 
not gently persuade to peace and friendship. And 
since the recent elevation of  his family was often 
brought against him by even his own subjects, 
let alone foreigners, and especially when for this 
reason a trap was set for him for great money, he 
always escaped the danger by guile rather than 
violence. He was not bloody by nature, and was 
more apt to punish by forfeit of  property than 
by taking the life of  those who wronged him. 
He considered it sufficient if  he was aware of  
the base intention of  his opponents, and avoided 
danger. So even when he hated, he preferred to 
make an appearance of  mercy, behind which lay 
deviousness: to set against each other those who 
were of  one view, and sow hatred among friends, 
and this is sinful! So they quarrelled with each 
other and, occupied with their own affairs, they 
laid no plot against the king.”*

*Excerpt from Ludovicus Tubero’s work “Kortörténeti feljegyzések 
– Magyarország” (Explanations of  the events of  the time – 

Hungary.  In: “Mátyás országa” (Matthias’ Kingdom –  
A Literary Anthology.  Zrínyi Kiadó, Budapest, 2009)

“Matthias followed in the footsteps of  the old 
kings, indeed surpassed, them in performing all 
kinds of  kind service, with zeal and skill, and they 
might have seen that not only by his great deeds 
but by imitating the lives of  his predecessors he 
was their equal, indeed I might say he surpassed 
them. To win the good intentions of  the barons 
and knights, he was such a generous, merciful, 
direct, ready donor that everyone loved him from 
the heart. He often showed such attentiveness to 

the lords and captains that he bound all of  them 
to him by his kind manner. There were no limits 
to his kindness and generosity. He asked not 
only the lords and knights, but even the common 
soldiers if  there was anything they were in need 
of. In camp, he visited the tents to show his 
concern for the wounded and ill, fed them from 
his own hand, and provided them with food. He 
reassured them that they would heal, rebuked 
them for their worries, and consoled those who 
had lost hope. He often dressed wounds in the 
battle. By such devotion he marvellously won the 
loyalty of  everyone. Indeed he almost boasted 
that when once he made a royal visit to King 
Nicholas Újlaki of  Bosnia, who was ill, he spread 
ointment on his toes. If  at a banquet held by one 
of  his friends someone had an upset stomach, he 
humanely hurried to their aid and forgetting, or 
having no care for, royal dignity, held their heads 
as they vomited. I say nothing of  his pranks, 
by which he raised sagging spirits and almost 
brought the dead back from the afterworld. 
Among his friends, he sometimes held informal 
banquets and licentious revelries to banish their 
troubles. Going among Vlachs, Serbs, Bohemians, 
Germans, Hungarians and Cumans, without a 
care for protection of  his person in either peace 
or war, because everyone had such loyalty to him, 
especially the soldiers, that he was protected by 
the general care and concern displayed towards 
him. Instead of  bodyguards, everyone competed 
with one another and vigilantly looked after his 
good health.

“And King Matthias himself, lest I omit his fine 
qualities by silence, although he was commonly 
and perhaps not without good reason held in 
low regard, was so intensely industrious, chiefly 
in the nurturing of  his native glory, that we might 
say he had many betters in the matter of  virtue, 

but none in the matter of  reputation. Because 
if  I do not regard it as his good fortune that 
he was been raised out of  the prison on to the 
throne, although he was a captive in Prague 
when elected King of  the Hungarians, or that 
owing to the betrayal of  his followers has often 

Joint coat of  arms of  
King Matthias and Queen 
Beatrix, on first page of  the 
Augsburg edition of  Chronica 
Hungarorum
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In his home there were no goblets laid with 
pearls or golden vessels or incense burners. His 
halls were not lined with carpets. His household 
appurtenances were none, or what there was, 
was common, without fancy. The square table 
was covered with dirty tablecloths. He only 
cared about his horses and weapons, and bore 
precious stones and silver only on these. He took 
care of  his hair; he wore a wreath set with pearls, 

splendid clothes, finer than Roman ceremonial 
robes; he cared little about other externals.”*

*Antonio Bonfini’s thoughts on King Matthias. In: “Mátyás
országa” (Matthias’ Kingdom – A Literary Anthology. Zrínyi 

Kiadó, Budapest, 2009)

Full-page representation of  King 
(St) Ladislas struggling as St George 

against the pagan, in János Thuróczy’s 
Chronica Hungarorum
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To Pope Sixtus IV

My Holy Father and merciful lord, I offer myself  
in reverence, and kiss your holy feet.

Do not be astonished, Your Holiness, and 
do not take it as importunity if  I once again am 
obliged to request Your Holiness for assistance 
in troublesome church matters; this is demanded 
by the particular devotion with which I strive 
for the greater glory of  God and the church, 
and is suggested by the trust I feel towards Your 
Holiness. Among all my troubles and cares, 
my heart most desires that under my rule the 
devotion of  believers should fill every church 
in my kingdom. Your Holiness, who has always 
treated me mercifully and with good grace, 
knows how much I have already sought out 
Your Holiness to this end. With the permission 
and support of  Your Holiness many churches 
abandoned or neglected for a long time have 
been rebuilt and are now finer than when they 
were founded.

Near my city of  Buda, hardly a mile from the 
royal castle, in a field, there is a church consecrated 
to the glory of  the Mother of  God. According 
to the ancients, this church was founded longer 
ago than all the others, at the time of  conversion; 
they say that the believers gathered there in large 
numbers and with devotion at every feast of  
the Mother of  God, held it in high regard, and 
surrounded it with religious reverence. 

At one time it had its own parish; now it has 
changed, the land has become deserted, the 
church stands solitary at the foot of  the hills, on 
the plain. The name of  the parish remains, but 
almost nobody lives there now, only devotion 
draws the congregation in large numbers. Mass 
is rarely said there, because the priest has other 
benefices than the Buda provostship, and the 
church, like that which is little and unserviceable, 
is neglected. The priest did not make this his seat, 
neither did he order there curates – at most two, or 
not even so many – who could fill the church for 
him and say mass to the gathered congregation. 

The inhabitants here have caused several scenes 
that have thoroughly diminished the confidence 
of  the congregation and the authority of  the 
church. And the church has come to a reduced, 
neglected state for the further reason that for 
many years others have always received the more 
substantial donations.

Therefore and out of  reverence for the Holy 
Virgin, to whom the church was consecrated 
and so that the people may turn with greater 
devotion to who is also the Patron of  Hungary, 
I have resolved to place there God-fearing men 
who will take care of  the building.

As your devoted son, I beg Your Holiness 
to vouchsafe your sanction of  this, and permit 
that the church be settled by the Pauline hermit 
brothers, who are liked by everyone owing to 
their strict consistency and impeccable lives, and 
that I may donate the place in other respects to 
the Pauline Order.

Beyond the great benevolence to me of  
your consent, Your Holiness will prevent 
the destruction of  the church and ensure its 
renovation, which will raise the people’s devotion 
to the Mother of  God and once again fill the 
church with believers.

For myself, besides the usual endowments, 
I will bestow on the church other donations so 
that even more God-fearing people may take up 
residence there and pray unceasingly for Your 
Holiness and the believers.

I anticipate a rapid and merciful reply from 
Your Holiness, at whose feet I offer myself  with 
humility.

Written in Buda on the 23rd day of  July in the 
year of  our Lord 1480, in the twenty-third year 
of  our reign in Hungary and the twelfth year of  
our Bohemian reign.

Devoted son of  Your Holiness, Matthias, by the grace of  
God, King of  Hungary etc.
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appurtenances were none, or what there was, 
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cared about his horses and weapons, and bore 
precious stones and silver only on these. He took 
care of  his hair; he wore a wreath set with pearls, 

splendid clothes, finer than Roman ceremonial 
robes; he cared little about other externals.”*

*Antonio Bonfini’s thoughts on King Matthias. In: “Mátyás 
országa” (Matthias’ Kingdom – A Literary Anthology. Zrínyi 

Kiadó, Budapest, 2009)
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against the pagan, in János Thuróczy’s 
Chronica Hungarorum

From King Matthias’ correspondence*
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To a German Prince

It has come to our knowledge that there is 
residing with you our brother, a certain Ulrik 
who is greatly competent in wagon forts made 
in the Bohemian style. Such persons are rarely 
to be found in our kingdom, because our tactics 
are different. Now, however, we are waging 
war against an enemy whose main strength is 
the construction of  wagon forts. We therefore 
consider it would be supremely useful to find 
people who could skilfully place our wagon 
forts and find the weakness in our enemy’s 
configuration.

I therefore urgently request our brother to 
please us with the foregoing person for a while; 
we in return will be pleased to provide similar, 
indeed greater services.

(Late April 1468)

To Emperor Mohammed II  
of  the Turks

Matthias, by the grace of  God King of  Hungary 
and Bohemia, etc, etc, sends greetings with 
peaceful intent.

Your Majestic Sovereign,
Our servant has vouchsafed to us Your 
Excellency’s letter in which Your Majesty informs 
us that the two forts must be demolished. We are 
prepared to do so, and so we will immediately 
commence the work; but these forts cannot 
be removed as suddenly as Your Excellency 
specifies in your letter. We read that we are to 
destroy these within the period of  a month and a 
half; this is utterly beyond our power.

There were only seven days left from the month 
and a half  to demolish the fort when we received 
Your Excellency’s letter; these seven days were 
insufficient not only to remove the forts but 
even for the designated men to make the journey 
there. We would have not have desisted from 
taking away the forts according to our agreement 
even after the expiry of  the time; but it may also 
be read in Your Majesty’s letter that if  the forts 
are still standing after the month and a half  has 
passed, the truce will lose its effect.

It then came to our knowledge that a 
substantial number of  Your Majesty’s subjects 
attacked Croatia, and after dreadful pillage and 
destruction, burning certain villages and towns 
and capturing a castle, returned to Turkey with 
many prisoners and stolen property.

When we received this news we stopped 
demolition of  the forts. You do not think, Your 
Majesty, that in this uncertain situation, after the 
naked violation of  the peace, we would destroy 
our forts, especially when we do not even know 
Your Excellency’s intention?

We have therefore resolved to make a 
thorough enquiry as to your Majesty’s thoughts 
and plans in regard to the honouring of  the peace. 
If  this intention is still to uphold the peace and 
Your Majesty assures us of  this by letter, we will 
be prepared to remove the forts. Only, however, 
on the condition that Your Majesty reimburses 
all of  the damage and loss your subjects caused 
to ours during the period of  the truce.

Even should you not wish to maintain peace 
with us, we would ask you to inform us of  this 
openly, and let us know what we should observe. 
To wit, we trust that if  Your Excellency does not 
wish to maintain the peace with us, we – being 
informed of  your intention – will be capable 
by God’s help of  defending the lands of  our 
kingdom.

We hope, however, that Your Excellency will 
also admit that this peace is of  no less benefit to 
your affairs as it is to ours.

However Your Majesty decides, we request 
you to make it explicitly known to us, it will be 
of  no surprise to us.

We therefore anticipate a definite and clear 
reply from Your Excellency, to whom we wish 
good health.

Dated Buda, 1478.

To the government  
of  the Republic of  Florence

Matthias, by the grace of  God King of  Hungary, 
Bohemia, Dalmatia and Croatia etc., greets the 
esteemed gentlemen, the champions of  freedom, 
the guardians of  the rights of  the Florentine 
People, our friends.

The news has reached us of  the banished 
teacher and knight, Ioannes Argyropylos. We 
have resolved to invite him before us, that he 
might gain here the honoured place that his 
outstanding virtues would merit. 

We therefore request you, our friends, to 
release Argyropylos to us, after the dues have 
been paid, for even the day-labourer must be paid 
his wage. Take heed of  this chiefly to preserve 
the good reputation of  your Republic, because 
the public esteem may not be jeopardised. It will 
also be supremely welcome for ourselves if  you 
do so for our sake, and we promise the same in 
return.

Dated Znojmo, the city of  our Moravian 
province, on the 9th day of  April in the year 
of  our Lord 1471, in the thirteenth year of  
our reign in Hungary, the seventh year of  
our coronation, and the second year of  our 
Bohemian reign.

To King Louis XI  
of  France

Matthias, by the grace of  God King of  Hungary, 
etc, sends greetings and friendship to the 
gracious sovereign Louis, by grace of  God the 
most Christian King of  the French.

Gracious sovereign, dear brother!
When the valiant and noble knight Georgius, 

travelling through many kingdoms and princely 
courts came to us, we were pleased to receive 
him and admit him to our presence. He informed 
us of, inter alia, the not inconsiderably good 
favour and love Your Majesty holds for us and 
your disposition for an alliance against the Turks. 
We were as pleased to hear this as we would have 
been to hear it from Your Majesty; Georgius 
could have said nothing that is pleasanter or 
more favourable to our heart.

We have therefore sent a letter so that the 
aforementioned Georgius should not return to 
Your Majesty without an answer; this letter is 
brief  but full of  friendship. We would like to 
convey our good favour to Your Majesty and 
that this good favour is mutual. We wished for 
nothing other than to do something to please 
Your Majesty, our ally, the most Christian king. 
We would like Your Majesty to understand that 
we display no less good wishes and love to Your 
Majesty than we have received.

Dated Buda, 2 December 1465.

To Emperor Frederick III

Gracious Sovereign, beloved father,
To repel the constant Turkish attacks and to 
provide protection for the Christian faith, we 
have urgent need of  diverse armaments as time 
and situations change; we are obliged to obtain 
these armaments from Your Majesty’s lands, 
because we have none. It is therefore unavoidable 
and would be of  great advantage to our faith, in 
peril from the Turks, if  we might bring from 
Regensburg some equipment, namely twenty-
four ships, many bows, handguns and other 
equipment essential to battle. 

We therefore request and desire from Your 
Majesty that you instruct all of  your subjects and 
officials, chiefly the tax- and customs-collectors 
on the Danube, to permit these ships, bows, 
handguns and other necessary items coming to 
us from Regensburg, to pass freely on their way 
free of  tax and customs duty. For as you know 
we have procured these not principally for our 
own sake but in the interests of  Christendom. 
You may be assured, Your Majesty, that we are 
not prompted to make such a request for any 
reason other than defence against the Turks, in 
which Your Majesty has also earned honours. In 
return, we will feel obliged to do even greater 
favours.

Dated Pozsony, November 1466.
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To a German Prince
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I therefore urgently request our brother to 
please us with the foregoing person for a while; 
we in return will be pleased to provide similar, 
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and Bohemia, etc, etc, sends greetings with 
peaceful intent.

Your Majestic Sovereign,
Our servant has vouchsafed to us Your 
Excellency’s letter in which Your Majesty informs 
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To the government  
of  the Republic of  Florence

Matthias, by the grace of  God King of  Hungary, 
Bohemia, Dalmatia and Croatia etc., greets the 
esteemed gentlemen, the champions of  freedom, 
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an enormous army invaded the most 
fertile lands of  our Transylvanian 
empire; here there are rich salt mines, 
and deposits of  gold and silver ore. 
The army of  the Vlachs must also 
have numbered some forty-three 
thousand; they were making their 
return in triumph, loaded with 
enormous booty. That was when this 
vast multitude clashed with István 
Báthory, Lord Lieutenant, Voivode 
of  Transylvania, in alliance with 
Pál Kinizsi, captain of  the southern 
part of  our empire, who on our 
commission came to the Voivode’s 
aid against the inrushing Turks: 
finally amongst great slaughter 
they repelled the enemy. Very few 
of  the Turks escaped, and every 
one of  the Vlach infantry fell. The 
main culprit Esse Bey and Skender 
Bey met their deaths in the battle; 
Ali Bey escaped with a lance in his 
chest, and those who returned from 
the battle know nothing certain as to 
his disappearance or remaining alive. There were 
another seven Turkish voivodes who surrendered; 
we can say nothing definite about their fate. Our 
men are still pursuing the Turks and so have 
not yet brought news of  them. Nearly all of  the 
enemy’s flags are in our possession. We do not 
know the exact number of  prisoners, even from 
the victory and strength of  the enemy. At the end 
of  the battle Voivode István Báthory gave the 
command to kill the prisoners to the last man; 
but there are more and more of  them, every day 
they are coming out of  their hiding places. 

We wished to inform you of  this so that our 
friend can rejoice with us in our glorious victory 
which we won by the grace of  God to the benefit 
of  all and to the happiness of  all Christendom.

Understand from this the magnificent 
occasion that has been granted by our Christian 
God to annihilate our common enemy. If  we do 
not miss this occasion, then we can again with 

God’s aid raise the Christian faith to its old 
dignity.

We trust in your wise foresight; we believe that 
our victory granted by God will make you even 
more zealous and vigilant than heretofore, and 
that you do not wait until the intriguing enemy 
gathers itself  together again at the expense of  
Christendom and, gathering strength from our 
inaction, goes on to the attack.

We wish you good health always.

Dated Buda, 24 October, in the year of  our 
Lord 1479, in the twenty-second year of  our 
reign in Hungary and the eleventh year as King 
of  Bohemia.

The letters are excerpted from “Mátyás országa”  
(Matthias’ Kingdom – A Literary Anthology.  

Zrínyi Kiadó, Budapest, 2009)

To Elector Ernest  
of  Saxony

Matthias, by the grace of  God King of  Hungary 
and Bohemia, etc, etc, sends our greetings and 
mutual, constantly-burgeoning love to the 
magnificent Prince Ernest, Lord Chamberlain 
to the Holy Roman Emperor, Margrave of  
Thuringia and Meissen, dear friend.

Illustrious Prince! The news has certainly not 
avoided you of  the loss the Turk has recently 

caused to our kingdom in our absence. We imagine 
– considering the danger that threatens all of  us 
and the blow to the whole of  Christendom – 
that you will not have received the news without 
anguish. For the peril that our common enemy 
presents to us demands a sacrifice from every 
Christian sovereign. If  this is so, then you must 
also take your share of  the joys.

On the latest occasion Esse Bey – who is 
reputed to be the Turks’ most experienced man 
after the Pasha of  Anatolia – penetrated and with 

Decorative shield made at the time of  
Matthias’ death in 1490, and taken as 

loot to Paris after the capture of  Vienna 
in 1805

Portrait of  Pál Kinizsi in the 
Kinizsi Castle Museum  
in Nagyvázsony.

Pál Kinizsi’s sword 
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member, strengthening the league of  loyalty to 
the King. To promote the economy, he supported 
the development of  towns and stimulated the 
internal market by protective customs duties.

The rising urban population became a factor 
in government, as indicated by the representation 
of  a fourth estate, the burghers, at the Diet of  
1435. 

The Kingdom of  Hungary reached its 
zenith under the rule of  Matthias Corvinus. The 
financial reforms he started in 1464 delivered 
sufficient royal revenue to run the functions of  
state. Centralised royal power was bolstered by a 
well-trained mercenary force, the “Black Army”.

In the 14th and 15th centuries, the Kingdom of  
Hungary did more than preserve the statehood it 
had founded during the Árpád Era. Through an 
active foreign policy, it exerted a major influence 
on surrounding countries. In November 1335, 
following extended diplomatic preparations, the 
King of  Hungary succeeded in bringing rulers 
of  Bohemia and Poland, despite their ongoing 
rivalry, to the negotiating table at Visegrád. This 
meeting of  kings did more than achieve peace, 
it resulted in a pact on economic and military 
cooperation. Its significance gained a new 
currency in 1991, when the heads of  government 
of  Czechoslovakia, Poland and Hungary met 
at Visegrád again to launch a new system of  
cooperation.

 The Polish–Hungarian personal union under 
Louis the Great in 1370 greatly enhanced the 
country’s diplomatic influence. Sigismund of  
Luxemburg was King of  the Germans and 
King of  Bohemia, and later secured the title of  
Holy Roman Emperor. He set up his imperial 
centre in Buda, which he developed into a 
royal residence of  European renown. With the 
permission of  Pope Boniface IX, he established 
a university in Buda, with four faculties. At the 
Council of  Constance of  1414–1418, he brought 
representatives from all of  Europe round the 
table and succeeded in preventing a schism in 
the church. 

Matthias Corvinus was a man of  learning, 
and this, together with the influences brought by 
his wife, Beatrix of  Naples, allowed him to create 
a court based on Italian culture, introducing the 
Renaissance to Hungary. Matthias was fond 
of  the arts. His court was home to famous 

artists and historians: Galeotto Marzio, Janus 
Pannonius (the first major Hungarian poet), 
Petrus Ransanius and Antonio Bonfini. Bonfini 
wrote the book Rerum Hungaricarum decades, 
the history of  Hungary from the beginnings 
up to the author’s own time. Matthias had the 
second largest library in the world at that time. It 
consisted of  2000-2500 books, the “Corvinas”.

In the late 14th century, Ottoman expansion 
reached the borders of  the Kingdom of  Hungary 
and there began a 300-year period in which wars 
with the Turks dominated political affairs. In 1396, 
Sigismund of  Luxemburg organised Europe’s 
last Crusade. The wars gave rise to heroic deeds 
and created heroes. Outstanding among these 
was John Hunyadi, “Hammer of  the Turks”, 
who led several campaigns. In 1443 he took his 
forces almost as far as Edirne, the seat of  the 
Ottomans at the time. The Battle of  Varna the 
next year was a defeat in which King Wladislas 
of  Hungary lost his life. Hunyadi achieved his 
greatest success at Nándorfehérvár (Belgrade) 
in 1456, which was thereafter commemorated 
throughout Europe by the ringing of  the bells 
at noon. His son, Matthias 
Corvinus, largely owed his 
accession to the throne to his 
father’s reputation, but he soon 
proved himself  worthy of  him. 
He successfully continued his 
predecessors’ work in defending 
the southern borders. Through 
diplomatic efforts and minor 
campaigns he maintained the 
Balkan allies, strengthened 
the line of  border forts, and 
established military balance in 
the region. 

A ndrew III died in 1301 without an eligible 
male heir. By virtue of  the Hungarian royal 

family’s marriage policy in previous decades, 
there were several royal houses in Europe who 
claimed the Hungarian throne for one of  their 
male members. To attain real power, a contender 
needed the support of  leagues of  barons, but 
also had to be crowned with the Holy Crown of  
Hungary to accede to the title and rights of  king. 

Many kings of  that time achieved truly great 
stature, and most were born abroad, but they 
became Hungarian in their souls and in their 
deeds.

The list started with Stephen V’s great-
grandson Charles, of  the Neapolitan house of  
Anjou. He quelled the power of  the regional 
lords who had asserted themselves during the 
interregnum, and restored the territorial integrity 
of  the kingdom. Following the models of  that 
time, he built up power by raising into positions 
of  authority branches of  suppressed ancient 
families. Instead of  granting royal lands outright, 
he introduced the “honour” system, under 
which persons providing services to the realm 
were rewarded with royal property of  which 
they enjoyed the benefit, but title was retained by 
the crown. The bonds of  aristocrats loyal to the 
King were strengthened by the chivalric Order 
of  St George, founded in 1326, which formed 
the basis of  chivalric culture in the kingdom.

Measures taken to promote mining caused 
an upsurge in precious metal extraction, making 
Hungary Europe’s leading producer of  gold. A 
durable golden florin based on the Florentine 
model was minted in 1325.

The solid foundations of  the kingdom were 
built on by his son, Louis I, who had aspirations 
for his country as a great power. Through his 
diplomatic activity, he extended relations to 
several European states outside his direct sphere 
of  interest. No Hungarian sovereign before or 
after Louis pursued such an active foreign policy, 
in so many directions. The Kingdom of  Hungary 
did indeed become a great European power, and 
this helped the advancement of  its people and its 
economic development.

The Angevin kings were followed by 
Sigismund of  Luxemburg, who was initially able 
to gain support only by making substantial grants 
of  royal property. At the same time, he raised to 
high office some lower nobles who were loyal to 
him. In 1408, Sigismund founded the Order of  
the Dragon and invested 24 baronial families as 

Hungary in the centre  
of  Europe during the Renaissance

Seated statue of  Matthias Hunyadi 
on the side of  the Buda Hilton 

Hotel. Based on the statue on the 
gate tower of  Ortenburg Castle in 

Bautzen (Photo: Veronika Dévényi)

Miklós Zsitva: St George’s struggle 
with the dragon
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King Charles V of  Spain (1500–1558), Holy Roman Emperor.  
Engraving by Viennese engraver Franz Leopold Schmitner (1703–1761) 

The victory at Szávaszentdemeter (Sremska 
Mitrovica, Serbia) merely gave the Hungarian 
border defence forces a little breathing space. 
The main Turkish forces did not attack over 
the next two years, but there were several 
minor incursions. The Hungarians came 
through these with a mixed balance sheet. 
Klissza (Klis, Croatia), the most southerly 
of  the border fortresses, was successfully 
defended twice (1522, 1524), and there was 
also a successful relief  expedition to Jajca 
(Jajce, Bosnia-Hercegovina) in 1525. At the 
other end of  the defensive line, however, 
they lost two castles on the left bank of  the 
Danube, Orsova and Szörény.

Although the military situation had not 
deteriorated dramatically since 1523, Hungary 
had become fatally isolated politically. One 
of  the powers which might have been looked 
to for assistance, the empire of  Charles V, 
was preoccupied with a war against France, 
and insofar as it was concerned with defence 
against the Ottomans,  it concentrated its 
efforts on the Mediterranean. The contest 
between France and the Habsburg Empire had 
a tragic consequence for Hungary: the French 
court directly asked the Ottoman Empire for 
support against the Emperor, thus involving 
the Sultan in the European diplomatic arena. 
The struggle against the Ottomans was 
close to the heart of  the Emperor’s younger 
brother Archduke Ferdinand, who ruled the 
hereditary lands of  Austria, but his resources 
were for the moment sufficient only for the 
defence of  the most-threatened province, 
Krajna. Venice had recently signed a truce with 
the Ottomans, and provided Hungary with 
no further support except a minor financial 
subvention. Poland, threatened by the Tartars, 
acted similarly and King Sigismund pressed 
his nephew Louis II to settle with the Sultan. 
Only the Pope sent regular financial aid, and 
his legates in Hungary strictly supervised its 
use. 

The Ottomans launched the decisive 
campaign in 1526. The offensive was the 

logical continuation of  the campaign five 
years previously, and was clearly directed at 
crushing the Hungarian defence. Accordingly, 
the Sultan set off  from Istanbul at the head 
of  his army in the last week of  April. The 
Anatolian army crossed the Bosphorus 
at Gallipoli and arrived in Philippopolis 
(Plovdiv) two days after the Sultan, on 21 
May. Here, the Ottoman army split in two: 
the Janissary infantry, the artillery and the 
baggage proceeded along the most common 
route, through the Traianus Gate (Derbent 
Pass) towards Sofia, and the Anatolian and 
Rumelian cavalry via the Slatica Pass, known 
from Hunyadi’s campaign. The victualling of  
the army was organised with the usual care, 
as far as possible sparing the population of  
the towns on the marching route. In Sofia, 
Suleyman held a review of  his army and sent 
Grand Vizier Ibrahim at the head of  the 
Rumelian army, reinforced with Janissaries, 
to secure the crossing of  the River Sava. 
When the Sultan arrived at Nándorfehérvár 
(Belgrade) on 30 June, the bridge was ready; 
the Hungarian forces had made no attempt to 
disrupt its construction work. 

Although alarming news reached Hungary 
continuously from February 1526 onwards, 
the court was paralysed by lack of  funds. The 
Captain-in-Chief  of  the border forts, Pál 
Tomori (Archbishop of  Kalocsa), attempted 
to obtain money in Buda in March, but to no 
avail. At the end of  the month, he and the 
border fortress commanders tendered their 
resignation. In the event, he stayed in his post, 
but still received no aid. At the end of  April, 
a Diet was held in Rákos, where the Turkish 
attack was initially not even mentioned. The 
Diet did ultimately call for a tax to be levied 
for defence of  the realm, but without hope 
of  it being collected. In June, the King’s 
government sent out orders for mobilisation. 
In the light of  events five years previously, 
this meant that the whole Hungarian army 
would not muster before September. The 
King requested cannon and infantry from the 
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towns, and the counties called on the nobles to 
muster. In the southern counties, the order had 
already gone out for the peasants to present 
for military service after the harvest. Because 
of  the difficulties of  mobilisation, by the time 
the Ottoman army was already crossing the 
Sava at the end of  June, only Tomori’s border 
fortress troops, the militias of  some southern 
barons and prelates, and the Archbishop of  
Esztergom’s contingent serving in the south, 
no more than a few thousand men in all, were 
in a combat-ready state. 

At Nándorfehérvár (Belgrade, Serbia), 
the Ottoman army was joined by troops 
of  the Sanjak of  Bosnia, the Akindjis of  
the border country and the Black Sea fleet. 
Sultan Suleyman held a review of  his armies 
as they crossed the Sava bridge; the crossing 
took a whole week. On 13 July, Grand Vizier 
Ibrahim, supported by the river flotilla, put the 
last major Hungarian border fortress on the 
Danube, Pétervárad (Petrovaradin, Serbia), 
under siege. The defenders surrendered two 
weeks later. Tomori, leading an army only a 
few thousand strong and suffering difficulties 
of  supply, could not even attempt the relief  
of  this key fort. On 1 August, Ibrahim’s army 
started the siege of  Újlak (Ilok, Croatia), 
weaker than Pétervárad, and it fell within a 
week. As the siege of  Újlak progressed, the 
Ottoman army captured the smaller forts in 

Syrmia, completing the neutralisation of  the 
south-eastern stretch of  the Hungarian border 
fortress line. On 14 August, the Turks were at 
the Drava.

On 20 July, King Louis set off  from Buda 
with intention, following the customary 
procedure, of  gathering troops from various 
places as he marched. From 6 August he 
camped at Tolna for two weeks, but the army 
swelled in number only very slowly. By that 
time the noble levée had been proclaimed 
in every county, the bloody sword had gone 
its round, the signal for mobilisation of  a 
section of  the tenant peasantry. At the King’s 
command, Tomori threatened shirkers with the 
rope. Mobilisation was delayed by the harvest 
and the long distances, and most of  all by the 
long-standing inertia and internal divisions of  
the Jagiello government. This explains why the 
Croatian forces and some of  the Bohemian 
and Moravian infantry did not come to the 
Mohács camp at all, and Ferenc Batthyány, 
Ban of  Croatia–Slavonia, arrived only on 
the morning of  the battle, with one-third of  
his promised strength, some 4000 men. It is 
telling that, having received the command to 
mobilise on 23 June, the Slavonian estates only 
gathered at the beginning of  August, and set 
off  in the middle of  the month. The Voivode 
of  Transylvania, János Szapolyai, was sent 
contradictory instructions: he first received 
an order to exploit the absence of  the Sultan’s 
army to invade Ottoman territory together 
with the Voivode of  Wallachia, but when the 
magnitude of  the peril became apparent, he 
was instructed to join the King’s army. He set 
off  with an army, but only reached Szeged. 
Given the example of  the Slavonians, it is 
more than probable that Szapolyai would not 
have managed to arrive in Mohács before the 
end of  August even if  he had received clear 
orders.

On 15 August, the Turks started to build a 
bridge at Eszék (Osijek, Croatia), and finished 
it on the 19th. Although Tomori had quite 
rightly realised that defence of  the Osijek 
crossing point was their only chance to hold 
up the Ottoman army, neither he nor Palatine 
Báthori, who had been specifically ordered to 
do so, acted in time. After the fall of  Pétervárad, 
Tomori retreated to his archiepiscopal seat 
of  Bács, crossed the Danube, and took up 

a position north of  the Drava. King Louis 
sent from his camp at Tolna the Palatine and 
former Lord Chief  Justice Ambrus Sárkány, at 
the head of  the Pápa infantry and the county 
levée, to defend Eszék Castle and prevent 
the river crossing, but they either did not go 
at all, or turned back on the way, so that the 
Ottoman army crossed the Drava unimpeded 
between 21 and 23 August, burning the bridge 
behind them. The causeways through the 
marshes to the north of  the Drava offered the 
last chance of  stopping the Ottoman advance 
in circumstances unfavourable to them. 
The Hungarian military leadership made no 
attempt at this, indeed Tomori ordered his 
troops back to the royal camp. 

In the end, according to the eye-witness 
Chancellor Brodarics, some 25,000 men 

gathered at Mohács. Although some historians 
calculate the strength of  the Hungarian army 
at 50-60,000, in view of  the difficulties of  
mobilisation there is no reason to doubt 
Brodarics’ figure. Even if  we take the number 
as 50,000 and add Szapolyai’s Transylvanian 
and Krsto Frankapan’s Croatian armies 
and the German and Bohemian auxiliaries, 
putting the potential size of  the Hungarian 
army at 80,000, this strength, together with 
the adverse terrain and other conditions 
would not have justified engaging in battle 
at Mohács. Furthermore, since the regular 
units of  the Ottoman army numbered no 
more than 60,000, a Hungarian army of  
similar size, even considering the undoubted 
difference in quality, would not have suffered 
such a catastrophic defeat. The Hungarian 
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army comprised about 15,000 cavalry, most 
of  them armoured, and about 10,000 infantry, 
mostly Bohemian, Moravian and German. 
The highest combat-value formations were 
the border fortress companies, the banderia 
(militias) who had served extended terms in 
the south, and foreign mercenaries. 

One of  the main questions surrounding the 
Battle of  Mohács is the choice of  battlefield. 
Why that particular location? The logical 
option of  retreating, building up strength, and 
only then taking up battle, is one which arose 
at the council of  war. Considering that on the 
day of  the battle Szapolyai was in Szeged, the 
Bohemian auxiliaries at Székesfehérvár, and 
Frankapan’s cavalry at Zagreb, retreat must 
surely have been advisable given what was 
at stake, even at the expense of  some losses. 
According to Brodarics, the King himself  
argued for this: “If  the enemy were to seize the 
land between Mohács and Pozsony, and even 
to lay it waste, Hungary would suffer less harm 
than if  such a great army, and with it the King 
and so many dignitaries and soldiers, were to 
be destroyed in a single battle.” A proposition 
which would have handed over to the enemy 
the most densely-populated counties of  the 
country, and may have required temporary 
evacuation of  the capital, Buda, was not likely 
to arouse much enthusiasm, but in the event 
it was not such rational arguments which 
decided the issue so much as desperation-
induced indiscipline. Upon learning of  the 
generals’ hesitation, Tomori’s border fortress 
men, the best soldiers in the army, threatened 
to turn against the royal camp if  battle was 
not immediately joined. 

Another difficulty was the choice of  
commander-in-chief. No Hungarian army 
had engaged either an Ottoman or any other 
major army in regular battle since 1448. As 
a result, there was not a single soldier in the 
kingdom who had experience of  commanding 
such a large body of  several tens of  thousands 
of  men. There were generals who had led – 
and defended against – many border raids, 
and had besieged minor forts, including 
Palatine Báthori (who was suffering from 
gout), Szapolyai and Tomori himself. But 
they knew from Hunyadi’s example that these 
capabilities were inadequate against Ottoman 
armies toughened in battle in the east. Báthori 

declined leadership because of  his illness, and 
Lord Chief  Justice János Drágffy, who had 
military experience as ispán (comes) of  Temes, 
was not considered, for reasons unknown. 
He was given the flag of  the kingdom, and 
his spurs were loosened so that he could not 
run away. Ultimately, the matter went to an 
unprecedented vote, and the choice fell on the 
Voivode’s younger brother György Szapolyai 
and the reluctant Tomori. Szapolyai had no 
experience of  command at all, and Tomori’s 
military exploits had been accomplished at the 
head of  cavalry formations no more than a 
few hundred strong. An interesting figure was 
the Polish officer Lenart Gnoinski, appointed 
chief  of  the general staff. He interestingly cited 
the lessons of  the Turkish–Hungarian wars of  
the 1440s. His main proposal, that a fortified 
wagon fort be set up as Hunyadi had done at 
Kosovo Polje, went unheeded. He also argued 
the importance of  the personal defence of  
the King, and here he found agreement: Louis 
II’s protection was entrusted to three highly-
capable cavalry captains, Gáspár Ráskai, János 
Vitéz of  Kálla and Bálint Török.

The Hungarian army took up battle order 
on a field to the south of  Mohács on 29 
August 1526. The field was bounded to the 
east by the marshy flood plain of  the Danube, 
and to the south and west by a 25-30 metre 
high terrace, whose exact gradient is hotly 
disputed by historians. What is certain is that 
this terrace was crucial to the course of  the 
battle. The Borza stream runs through the 
field, and it was to the south of  this stream 
that King Louis and his army took up their 
position. The Hungarians most probably 
stood some 2-2.5 km from the terrace. The 
area in between was described by the eye-
witness Brodarics as a plain, but in reality it 
was divided by small ridges and valleys which 
hampered the clear view of  the battlefield. 
There was a village at the foot of  the terrace, 
usually identified by historians as Földvár. The 
choice of  battlefield suggests that Tomori 
wanted to engage with the Ottoman army at 
the foot of  the terrace and – in view of  the 
lower numerical strength of  the Hungarian 
army – drew up an offensive battle plan. 
There is no definite evidence, however, for 
the historian’s hypothesis that the Hungarian 
commanders envisaged an attack on the Louis II holds a council of  war near Mohács.  

The armoured knights are lined up in closed ranks behind the tents. Contemporary Turkish miniature.
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his spurs were loosened so that he could not 
run away. Ultimately, the matter went to an 
unprecedented vote, and the choice fell on the 
Voivode’s younger brother György Szapolyai 
and the reluctant Tomori. Szapolyai had no 
experience of  command at all, and Tomori’s 
military exploits had been accomplished at the 
head of  cavalry formations no more than a 
few hundred strong. An interesting figure was 
the Polish officer Lenart Gnoinski, appointed 
chief  of  the general staff. He interestingly cited 
the lessons of  the Turkish–Hungarian wars of  
the 1440s. His main proposal, that a fortified 
wagon fort be set up as Hunyadi had done at 
Kosovo Polje, went unheeded. He also argued 
the importance of  the personal defence of  
the King, and here he found agreement: Louis 
II’s protection was entrusted to three highly-
capable cavalry captains, Gáspár Ráskai, János 
Vitéz of  Kálla and Bálint Török.

The Hungarian army took up battle order 
on a field to the south of  Mohács on 29 
August 1526. The field was bounded to the 
east by the marshy flood plain of  the Danube, 
and to the south and west by a 25-30 metre 
high terrace, whose exact gradient is hotly 
disputed by historians. What is certain is that 
this terrace was crucial to the course of  the 
battle. The Borza stream runs through the 
field, and it was to the south of  this stream 
that King Louis and his army took up their 
position. The Hungarians most probably 
stood some 2-2.5 km from the terrace. The 
area in between was described by the eye-
witness Brodarics as a plain, but in reality it 
was divided by small ridges and valleys which 
hampered the clear view of  the battlefield. 
There was a village at the foot of  the terrace, 
usually identified by historians as Földvár. The 
choice of  battlefield suggests that Tomori 
wanted to engage with the Ottoman army at 
the foot of  the terrace and – in view of  the 
lower numerical strength of  the Hungarian 
army – drew up an offensive battle plan. 
There is no definite evidence, however, for 
the historian’s hypothesis that the Hungarian 
commanders envisaged an attack on the Louis II holds a council of  war near Mohács.  

The armoured knights are lined up in closed ranks behind the tents. Contemporary Turkish miniature.
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These two tableaux are the most authentic Turkish representations of  the battle of  Mohács. Suleyman and his war retinue are centre right.  
The artillery in action in front of  him opens a way for the Sultan and the flag-bearing horsemen. The Turkish figures in the battle scene are mainly 

Spahis, Janissaries and Solaks. On the bottom left are Turkish and Hungarian cavalry in fierce combat. The dead lie all around.  
The Hungarian army is shown in close battle order at the top of  the picture.
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Turks as they came down from the terrace 
out of  their battle order. It is interesting, if  
not astonishing, that Tomori did not prepare 
for the option of  an orderly retreat, the same 
mistake Hunyadi had made at Kosovo Polje in 
1448. Once again, the Hungarian tactics were 
based on a single, devastating charge. 

The Hungarian army lined up in two 
echelons parallel with the terrace, in the 
north-west/south-east direction, at dawn 
on 29 August. Most of  the ten thousand 

or so infantry stood in the centre of  the 
front echelon, making up a front about one 
kilometre long. On the right wing stood Ban 
Ferenc Batthyány of  Slavonia with his heavy 
cavalry, and on the left Péter Perényi, whose 
troops were also mainly heavy cavalry. The 
most reliable expert on the Battle of  Mohács, 
Géza Perjés, has estimated the first echelon 
to have extended along a front of  4 km. The 
two commanders, Tomori and Szapolyai, were 
also in the front echelon, ready to intervene 

anywhere as became necessary. The King 
stood in the second echelon with some three 
thousand heavy cavalry, arranged in the centre. 
The light cavalry units protecting Louis were 
also in the second echelon, as were a small 
number of  infantry. The Hungarian army as 
a whole was not structured in depth, and the 
second echelon was not strong enough to 
follow up a successful charge. This implies 
that anything short of  complete success by the 
charge would seal the fate of  the Hungarian 

army. Tomori distributed the Hungarian 
artillery along the line of  the first echelon.

On the morning of  29 August, the Ottoman 
army, having camped on the north bank of  the 
Karassó stream, set out, in battle formation, 
towards what was to become the battlefield. 
Somewhat before this, Grand Vizier Ibrahim 
left camp with the Rumelian corps and his 
Janissaries and artillery.

Since they took nearly seven hours to 
complete the distance of  not more than  

Mór Than’s painting  
of  the 1526 Battle of  Mohács
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12 km to the terrace (according to Suleyman’s 
diary the Turks arrived at Mohács field at 
around two in the afternoon), the Ottoman 
army must clearly have maintained battle 
order throughout. This must have been true 
even in what must have been difficult going, 
over land soaked by the very heavy rain which 
is known to have fallen. It can be established 
quite definitely from the sources that when 
the Ottoman generals came to the edge of  the 
terrace, they got a clear view of  the Hungarian 
army and its battle order, and so had a good 
basis for choosing their tactics.

Despite countless reconstructions, the 
course of  the battle has not been satisfactorily 
determined. Géza Perjés has clearly established 
that the battle order of  the Hungarian army 
was “good for nothing except a desperate 
charge.” The Turks also saw it that way: the 
Bey of  Nándorfehérvár advised the Grand 
Vizier not to stand up to the charge but to avert 
it. The Ottoman army was certainly ready for 
battle, the Sultan having issued the command 
the day before. They held a council of  war 
at the edge of  the terrace in full knowledge 
of  the Hungarian battle order, and then the 
Rumelian corps started the descent to the foot 
of  the terrace. At the same time, the Grand 
Vizier sent the light cavalry of  Bali Bey and 
Khosrev Bey to the flanks of  the Hungarian 
army. The purpose was clearly to distract the 
Hungarians while the main Turkish army 
made the descent. Tomori sent against them 
the cavalry assigned to guarding the King, a 
move that has generated much argument since. 
The view that this was a tragic and irreparable 
mistake seems to stand up to scrutiny.

Later events make clear that the Rumelian 
corps descended to the foot of  the terrace 
unopposed, and even had time to set up their 
cannon in the customary batteries, defended 
by stakes. It is not known where the Sultan 
and the Porte mercenaries, or the Anatolian 
corps, were at that time. It is generally assumed 
that they only came to the terrace after the 
Hungarian charge. Géza Perjés, who carried 
out the most thorough calculations, estimated 
a 5-6 km lag. He also established, however, 
that the Anatolian corps only had to march 
6-8 km on the day of  battle, which would 
mean they had not even started out from camp 
before noon, and this is utterly inconceivable.  

► 
Bertalan Székely (1835–1910), 

Discovery of  the Body of  King Louis II, 
 painted in 1860. This was Székely’s 

first major historical painting.
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Much more likely is that when the Rumelian 
corps started their descent, the whole 
Ottoman army was standing on the edge of  
the terrace, and could not even have been very 
tired, because a 6-8 km march even in battle 
order does not take too much out of  soldiers. 

When the Rumelian corps reached the 
foot of  the terrace, the Sultan nonetheless 
unexpectedly commanded them to pitch 
camp. Similar preparations were being made 
on the Hungarian side. Some take the view 
that the Hungarians saw that the Turks did 
not want to join battle that day. According to 
Brodarics, “the sun was already heading west”, 
so that the afternoon was well advanced. The 
catch is that the return to camp was, according 
to the Chancellor, proposed by the barons 
close to the King, who – as Brodarics himself  
– could not see what was happening with the 
Rumelian corps because of  the battle line in 
front of  them and the undulating land. What 
probably happened was that both the Sultan’s 
council and King Louis’ retinue judged that it 
was too late for starting a battle, and wanted 
to postpone it to the next day. It should be 
remembered that the Hungarian army had 
been standing in battle order since dawn, and 
so must have been at least as tired as the Turks 
forming up from the march. 

Nonetheless, Tomori, in the front echelon, 
ordered the charge sometime between 3 and 
4 in the afternoon. For this, however, he had 
to ride back to the King to convince him it 
was the right action to take. He then returned 
to his place and ordered the right wing, led 
by Batthyány, and the central infantry, to 
charge. His plan must have been to rout the 
Rumelian corps before the Sultan’s central 
army had formed up. The Hungarian heavy 
cavalry could in principle have made the one-
and-a-half  or two kilometre distance in a few 
minutes without their battle order breaking up. 
It had to take account, however, of  its infantry, 
which had to arrive in time at the gap opened 
up by the cavalry. The infantry needed at least 
half  an hour to approach the Turks. This was 
more than enough time for the Turkish cavalry 
to take up battle order again and execute the 
partition proposed by Bali Bey. Not for the 
first time, this practised movement by the 
Spahis was interpreted by the Hungarian 
commanders as victory. Tomori also fell for it, 

 
Mihály Kovács: Dorottya Kanizsai 
buries the dead on the Mohács 
battlefield. After the defeat  
of  Mohács, Dorottya Kanizsai 
looked for her son’s body on the 
battlefield, and with the help of  local 
priests and peasants buried the fallen 
soldiers in a common grave.
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and gave the command for the second echelon 
to charge. 

In the meantime, the Rumelian corps’s 
artillery went into action, but the balls flew 
above the heads of  the charging Hungarians. 
Not so the volleys of  the Janissaries; the cavalry 
came to a halt in front of  the Turkish infantry 
guarding the cannon, and were forced to 
move to the side, taking serious losses as they 
did so. It seems that by the time the infantry 
and the second echelon cavalry arrived, the 
Turkish central army and the Anatolian corps 
had formed up in battle order at the foot of  
the terrace, giving the Turks an overwhelming 
superiority. In the melee, Tomori lost contact 
with Perényi’s corps and central command of  
the army slipped away. Tomori was trying to 
stop the retreating cavalry when he was cut 
down. It is not sure when the King was taken 
out of  the fray; all that we know is that unlike 
the barons and bishops in the second echelon, 
he did not fall on the battlefield but in flight, 
drowning in the marsh. 

After the remaining cavalry has fled, the 
infantry were left to themselves to fight for 
their lives. The Turkish numerical superiority 
now prevailed to the full extent, and the 
infantry had no option but to fight to the end 
of  their strength, the Turkish light cavalry 
standing ready to cut off  any attempt at retreat. 
The experienced, and largely non-Hungarian, 
mercenaries managed to assume some kind of  
order, and held out for longer. In the hand-
to-hand fighting, firearms naturally played no 
part, and the bloody close-quarters combat 
practically ended in the complete destruction 
of  the Christian infantry. At a cautious 
estimate, ten thousand infantrymen lay dead 
on the field. 

Tomori’s unexpected charge had left 
Perényi’s left wing unable to exert any effective 
influence on the battle. Neither is it clear 
whether Perényi received the order to charge 
from Tomori or decided himself  to rush at the 
Anatolian corps. What is certain is that when 
the heavy cavalry of  the left wing started their 
offensive, the Janissaries of  the Anatolian corps 
were already standing in battle order at the foot 
of  the terrace and received the Hungarians 
with withering musket fire. A series of  volleys 
severely thinned out Perényi’s division, whose 
lack of  follow-on infantry doomed his attack 

to failure in any case. According to the Turkish 
sources, the Hungarian cavalry thrown back by 
the volleys regrouped several times, but were 
incapable of  breaking through the solid wall 
of  Janissaries. Finally, like the remnants of  the 
right wing led by Batthyány, they were obliged 
to give up the hopeless struggle.

In the words of  Géza Perjés, the Battle of  
Mohács ended with “the total destruction of  
the Hungarian army.” The casualties numbered 
ten thousand infantry, four thousand cavalry 
(one third of  the total), seven prelates, twenty-
eight barons and the flower of  the Hungarian 
nobility. The real catastrophe, however, as 
at Varna, was the death of  the King and the 
ensuing consequences. Unlike that 1444 
defeat, when the Hungarian army was fighting 
far from the borders of  the kingdom and 
the Sultan was not strong enough to invade, 
Suleyman in August 1526 had an open road 
to the capital. When the news of  the Mohács 
catastrophe reached Buda on 30 August, 
Queen Mary and her retinue immediately 
abandoned the city, followed by the German 
and Hungarian burghers.

The Sultan reached Buda on 11 September. 
After inspecting the city and plundering the 
castle, he ordered Buda to be burned. The 
same fate befell Pest. The flames which raged 
for several days in these two wealthy cities 
symbolised the fall of  the medieval Kingdom 
of  Hungary. The country still had some 
armed strength, but the nearly 150 year-long 
first stage of  the Turkish–Hungarian struggle 
had come to an end. It was no reprieve for 
the kingdom that Suleyman did not intend 
to leave a garrison in the capital at that 
point. The Ottomans built a bridge over the 
Danube, and their whole army crossed it to 
leave Hungary in two columns through the 
land between the Danube and the Tisza. The 
Sultan entered Nándorfehérvár, the former 
gateway to Hungary, on 10 October. This, too, 
was symbolic: both Hunyadi’s Long Campaign, 
which had given new momentum to the fight 
against the Ottomans, and the 1526 campaign 
marking the collapse of  the Kingdom of  
Hungary, ended at Nándorfehérvár.

*Excerpt from Tamás Pálosfalvi: Nikápolytól Mohácsig 
1396–1526 (From Nicopolis to Mohács 1396–1526, Zrínyi 

Kiadó, Budapest, 2005)

The capture of  Buda Castle in 1526 proclaimed the triumph of  the Ottoman army. The collapse of  the enormous bastion in the picture is probably 
the result of  an explosion. Much of  the castle is still in the hands of  the defenders,  

“with its extensive walls, stout construction, soaring towers and bastions stretching up to the Pleiades was enormously strong, …  
the pride of  the giaurs.”  (Detail from a miniature in the Topkapi Seray Museum)



235 THE MILITARY HISTORY OF HUNGARY:  1526–1697234FOR THE HOMELAND UNTO DEATH  – 1100 YEARS

and gave the command for the second echelon 
to charge. 

In the meantime, the Rumelian corps’s 
artillery went into action, but the balls flew 
above the heads of  the charging Hungarians. 
Not so the volleys of  the Janissaries; the cavalry 
came to a halt in front of  the Turkish infantry 
guarding the cannon, and were forced to 
move to the side, taking serious losses as they 
did so. It seems that by the time the infantry 
and the second echelon cavalry arrived, the 
Turkish central army and the Anatolian corps 
had formed up in battle order at the foot of  
the terrace, giving the Turks an overwhelming 
superiority. In the melee, Tomori lost contact 
with Perényi’s corps and central command of  
the army slipped away. Tomori was trying to 
stop the retreating cavalry when he was cut 
down. It is not sure when the King was taken 
out of  the fray; all that we know is that unlike 
the barons and bishops in the second echelon, 
he did not fall on the battlefield but in flight, 
drowning in the marsh. 

After the remaining cavalry has fled, the 
infantry were left to themselves to fight for 
their lives. The Turkish numerical superiority 
now prevailed to the full extent, and the 
infantry had no option but to fight to the end 
of  their strength, the Turkish light cavalry 
standing ready to cut off  any attempt at retreat. 
The experienced, and largely non-Hungarian, 
mercenaries managed to assume some kind of  
order, and held out for longer. In the hand-
to-hand fighting, firearms naturally played no 
part, and the bloody close-quarters combat 
practically ended in the complete destruction 
of  the Christian infantry. At a cautious 
estimate, ten thousand infantrymen lay dead 
on the field. 

Tomori’s unexpected charge had left 
Perényi’s left wing unable to exert any effective 
influence on the battle. Neither is it clear 
whether Perényi received the order to charge 
from Tomori or decided himself  to rush at the 
Anatolian corps. What is certain is that when 
the heavy cavalry of  the left wing started their 
offensive, the Janissaries of  the Anatolian corps 
were already standing in battle order at the foot 
of  the terrace and received the Hungarians 
with withering musket fire. A series of  volleys 
severely thinned out Perényi’s division, whose 
lack of  follow-on infantry doomed his attack 

to failure in any case. According to the Turkish 
sources, the Hungarian cavalry thrown back by 
the volleys regrouped several times, but were 
incapable of  breaking through the solid wall 
of  Janissaries. Finally, like the remnants of  the 
right wing led by Batthyány, they were obliged 
to give up the hopeless struggle.

In the words of  Géza Perjés, the Battle of  
Mohács ended with “the total destruction of  
the Hungarian army.” The casualties numbered 
ten thousand infantry, four thousand cavalry 
(one third of  the total), seven prelates, twenty-
eight barons and the flower of  the Hungarian 
nobility. The real catastrophe, however, as 
at Varna, was the death of  the King and the 
ensuing consequences. Unlike that 1444 
defeat, when the Hungarian army was fighting 
far from the borders of  the kingdom and 
the Sultan was not strong enough to invade, 
Suleyman in August 1526 had an open road 
to the capital. When the news of  the Mohács 
catastrophe reached Buda on 30 August, 
Queen Mary and her retinue immediately 
abandoned the city, followed by the German 
and Hungarian burghers.

The Sultan reached Buda on 11 September. 
After inspecting the city and plundering the 
castle, he ordered Buda to be burned. The 
same fate befell Pest. The flames which raged 
for several days in these two wealthy cities 
symbolised the fall of  the medieval Kingdom 
of  Hungary. The country still had some 
armed strength, but the nearly 150 year-long 
first stage of  the Turkish–Hungarian struggle 
had come to an end. It was no reprieve for 
the kingdom that Suleyman did not intend 
to leave a garrison in the capital at that 
point. The Ottomans built a bridge over the 
Danube, and their whole army crossed it to 
leave Hungary in two columns through the 
land between the Danube and the Tisza. The 
Sultan entered Nándorfehérvár, the former 
gateway to Hungary, on 10 October. This, too, 
was symbolic: both Hunyadi’s Long Campaign, 
which had given new momentum to the fight 
against the Ottomans, and the 1526 campaign 
marking the collapse of  the Kingdom of  
Hungary, ended at Nándorfehérvár.

*Excerpt from Tamás Pálosfalvi: Nikápolytól Mohácsig 
1396–1526 (From Nicopolis to Mohács 1396–1526, Zrínyi 

Kiadó, Budapest, 2005)

The capture of  Buda Castle in 1526 proclaimed the triumph of  the Ottoman army. The collapse of  the enormous bastion in the picture is probably 
the result of  an explosion. Much of  the castle is still in the hands of  the defenders,  

“with its extensive walls, stout construction, soaring towers and bastions stretching up to the Pleiades was enormously strong, …  
the pride of  the giaurs.”  (Detail from a miniature in the Topkapi Seray Museum)



237 THE MILITARY HISTORY OF HUNGARY:  1526–1697236FOR THE HOMELAND UNTO DEATH  – 1100 YEARS

István Brodarics:  
A true account  

of  the Hungarians’ battle  
with the Turks at Mohács*

The signal for battle was given, at which those in 
the front rank bravely charged at the enemy. All 
of  our guns discharged, but the fighting caused 
only minor loss to the enemy, even though it 
was most spirited considering our numbers, 
and more of  the enemy fell than of  our ranks. 
Finally the fierce fighting by our men caused the 
enemy to withdraw, either because our charge 
had forced them, or to draw us towards their 
guns. András Báthori rushed to the King’s side 
to say that the enemy was in flight, victory was 
ours, let us press forward and help our men in 
pursuing the retreating enemy. We advanced over 
hedge and ditch, and when we came to the place 
where the battle had proceeded we could see 

many of  our men lying dead on the field, and 
even more of  the enemy, and some were still 
alive and breathing. Our men were still engaging 
the enemy, fighting valiantly, and in the meantime 
the King’s squadron hurried there, insofar as an 
armoured squadron can hurry, but the right wing 
began to yield. Many started to flee on that side, I 
believe taking fright from the cannonballs which 
the enemy had only now started to deploy. This 
circumstance, and the cannonballs now flying 
above our heads, struck fear in all of  those beside 
the King. From that time, the King was no more 
among our ranks!

*Excerpt from Tamás Katona  
(ed.): Mohács emlékezete (Memories of  Mohács, Európa Kiadó, 

Budapest, 1976)

A fter the Battle of  Mohács, the victorious 
Suleyman I marched unresisted to Buda 

and occupied the seat of  the Hungarian kings 
(12 September 1526). He waited, but no peace 
delegation came, nor did any Christian army 
appear for another trial of  strength. No Ottoman 
army had ever penetrated so far into the country, 
and indeed the present one had not expected to. 
A month later, with several tens of  thousands 
of  inhabitants in chains, they withdrew from the 
country.

The paralysis was understandable. Hungary 
had suffered more than a simple military defeat 
at Mohács. Its political leadership had been de-

capitated: the casualties included the King, seven 
bishops and thirty barons. From being a medium 
European power under Matthias I, Hungary had 
suddenly been left without a ruler and without 
any substantial military strength.

The only combat-ready army was in the hands 
of  John Szapolyai, Voivode of  Transylvania. 
This, comprising 10,000 troops, stood on the 
left side of  the Tisza and observed the Ottoman 
army as it marched home beside the Danube. 
Most of  the nobility thought they had found the 
strongman of  the country, and at a hurried Diet 
at Tokaj, the majority of  the nobility elected Sza-
polyai as King John I, on 17 October.

Two kings and civil war

The failed Turkish siege of  Vienna in 
1529 from the Nuremberg edition of  
the Hieronymus Ortelius and Martin 
Meyer’s chronicle Ortelius redivivus et 
continuatus (1602). The engraving was 
made by Ortelius’s brother-in law Johann 
Sibmacher, the Nuremberg painter and 
engraver, whose pictures are among the 
finest 17th-century vedutas (views) of  
Hungary. The events of  the Turkish 
wars in Hungary were of  great interest 
to foreign contemporaries, especially 
Germans, Italians and French. The fear 
of  the Turks in countries to the west of  
Hungary inspired innumerable Hungary-
related pamphlets and books.

Some barons who remained loyal to the  
widowed Queen, Mary Habsburg, including the 
Palatine, István Báthori, at a Diet called in Poz-
sony (Bratislava), elected her brother Ferdinand, 
Archduke of  Austria and already crowned King 
of  Bohemia, as King of  Hungary, citing dynastic 
contracts made with the Jagiellos.

Ferdinand had no substantial army, but his 
brother Charles V, ruler of  the Spanish Empire 
(1516–1556) and Holy Roman Empire (1519–
1556) promised in a letter to defend his brother’s 
country from the Ottomans. The assistance he 
sent, in the form of  money and troops, arrived 
only the next year.

Sultan Suleyman was satisfied with the out-
come of  his campaign. He had paralysed his  
enemy, occupied Nándorfehérvár (Belgrade), 
the key to the kingdom, and retaken solid pos-
session of  the Syrmian castles, i.e. the military 
road along the Danube to Hungary.

Now elected king, John Szapolyai had to re-
constitute the government and try to patch up 
the gap in the southern defences caused by the 
lost of  the Syrmian castles. In the winter of  
1526/1527, his forces recaptured some minor 

castles (Bánmonostor [Banoštor, Serbia] and 
Cserög [Čerević]), and arranged defence by 
settling Serb soldiers fleeing the Turks, led by 
Jován Cserni. His experiment did not succeed. 
The Serbs fell into conflict with the local land-
owners and inhabitants, and were driven off  by 
the armies of  Péter Perényi and Bálint Török, 
together with local peasants.

A marriage with the widowed Queen was pro-
posed as a way of  settling with the Habsburgs, 
but none of  the main protagonists were pre-
pared for such a dramatic turn of  events, and 
the attempts to break out of  the crisis – the elec-
tion of  two kings – almost inevitably descended 
into political chaos and civil war, from which 
only the Ottomans benefited.

   The civil war began in summer 1527. Fer-
dinand, with an army of  about 18,000, succeed-
ed in expelling John from the country within a  
period of  less than three months. Such military 
supremacy was enough to convince most of  John 
I’s followers to change over to the Habsburg 
side. When the crown of  St Stephen was placed 
upon the head of  Ferdinand at Székesfehérvár, 
it was in the presence of  most of  the barons 
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castles (Bánmonostor [Banoštor, Serbia] and 
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it was in the presence of  most of  the barons 
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who had crowned John Szapolyai as king one 
year previously.

Szapolyai’s military defeats were compound-
ed by his diplomatic isolation. First of  all he 
sought the support of  King Francis I of  France 
(1515–1547), the old enemy of  the Habsburgs, 
and joined the anti-Habsburg coalition of  
France, Milan, Venice, Florence and the Papal 
States (the League of  Cognac), but this gained 
him no assistance. In his straitened position, he 
sent an emissary to Istanbul, and accepted Sul-
tan Suleyman’s “offer”. The treaty signed with 
the Ottoman Empire in early 1528 seemed very 
advantageous, because it recognised Szapolyai 

as King of  Hungary, for the moment without 
payment of  tribute, and undertook to provide 
military support.

Szapolyai initially set out to maintain the unity 
of  the country as he manoeuvred between the 
Ottoman and Habsburg Empires, but it soon 
became clear that the path he had set out on was 
leading not to the integrity and independence of  
the kingdom, but to the opposite, vassalage and 
break-up.

On the pretext of  assisting his “protégé”, Su-
leyman I had virtually free passage into Hun-
gary, but his objective was now to occupy Fer-
dinand I’s capital. He thought that, by capturing 

Vienna, Hungary would fall into his lap, and 
become a buffer zone between the world’s two 
largest empires.

The Sultan’s army, after accumulating victory 
after victory, was forced to a halt before Vien-
na. Arriving at Vienna late in 1529, only at the 
end of  September, the Ottoman army made no 
headway against the well-prepared and deter-
mined defenders. Three years later, the Sultan’s 
army made rapid progress along the Drava, but 
were held up at the tiny castle of  Kőszeg by 600-
700 troops led by Miklós Jurisics.

Jurisics’ performance was exemplary, although 
what finally brought the Ottoman war machine 
to a halt was Charles V’s 80,000-strong imperial 
army outside Vienna. Seeing this Habsburg dis-
play of  power, Suleyman did not push the cam-
paign any further. From these defeats, he drew 
the lesson that he had to take possession of  the 
Kingdom of  Hungary before he could realise 
his dream of  “restoring the Roman Empire”, i.e. 
conquering Europe.

The Ottomans first pushed forward the bor-
ders of  their Empire in Habsburg-ruled Croatia 
and Slavonia, by taking Pozsega (Požega), 
Obrovác and Klissza (Klis). In the Kingdom of  
Hungary, ruled by John I apart from the western 
strip, they used the first phase of  their success-
ful Balkan strategy of  accustoming the country 
to Turkish presence. John’s supporters in the 
civil war played into the Ottoman’s hands by re-
questing and receiving assistance from Ottoman  
forces occupying the south of  the country.

A treaty with the Ottoman Empire 
recognised John Szapolyai as King of  
Hungary. John Szapolyai went before 

the Sultan at Mohács and surrendered 
to him on the battlefield. The ceremony 
is recorded on this Turkish miniature.

Kőszeg Castle today  
(Photo: Attila Barczi)
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A l though European and Hungarian history 
is studded with struggles amongst various 

interest groups within the estates, leagues of  
barons, and between them and the king, the 
tussles between power groups in the period 
after 1526 were particularly destructive. The 
barons put their own narrow ambitions above 
the interests of  the kingdom, ultimately serving 
nobody except the conquerors. All members of  
the political elite recognised this danger, but were 
unable to agree on who should withdraw. They 
did at least encourage their rulers to come to a 
settlement. John Szapolyai soon realised that his 
rule was advancing the Turkish cause, and so he 
made a secret truce with Ferdinand I in Várad 
(now Oradea, Romania) in 1538, undertaking 

to transfer the lands under his rule even in the 
case of  a male successor. Szapolyai did have a 
son before he died, prompting his followers, led 
by the man who had guided his political strategy, 
George Martinuzzi, Bishop of  Várad, to refuse 
to abide by the treaty, and upheld the claim to the 
throne by the infant John Sigismund (1540–1571). 

Ferdinand decided to implement the treaty by 
force of  arms, and set out with an army of  nearly 
30,000 to besiege Buda. Despite the help of  the 
citizens of  Buda, he was unable to capture the 
fortress, which was relieved by Hungarian forces 
under Bálint Török, with Turkish assistance. At 
this point, Sultan Suleyman I arrived in Buda 
with his main army and defeated Ferdinand’s 
army. Suleyman, who now looked on his allies 

as unreliable, broke with his policy, and to pre-
vent the unification of  the kingdom under the 
“Viennese king”, decided to occupy the centre 
of  the Kingdom of  Hungary. On the 15th anni-
versary of  his victory at Mohács, he took Buda 
by a trick, and informed the barons, upon sum-
moning them to his camp, that John I’s widow 
Queen Isabella may continue to rule the eastern 
part of  the country. This established a new state, 
the Principality of  Transylvania, and split the 
kingdom into three parts.

The fall of  Buda to the Ottomans provoked 
fear and panic in the Austrian and German 
provinces of  the Empire, quite reasonably con-
cerned that they would be Suleyman’s next prey. 
A 50,000-strong army was assembled, with great 
effort, out of  German, Austrian and Hungarian 
soldiers and moved at snail’s pace towards Buda. 
Against an enemy which had had time to pre-
pare, the campaign ended in humiliating failure, 
without even an attempt to take Buda, and only a 
half-hearted siege of  Pest. 

Over the next few years, Suleyman took 
devastating advantage of  the Christian forces’  
powerlessness. He reinforced his route along the 
Danube, and set up a defence zone around Buda. 
In 1543, he took the castles of  Siklós and Pécs 
in South Transdanubia, Esztergom, with its com-
manding position on the Danube, and then Tata 
and Székesfehérvár.

After the fall of  the archiepiscopal seat, Arch-
bishop of  Esztergom Pál Várday transferred his 
residence to Nagyszombat (Trnava, Slovakia) and 
replaced his lost fortress by building Érsekújvár 
(“New Archbishop’s Castle”, now Nové Zámky) 
on the River Nyitra (Nitra). Within a few dec-
ades, it took shape as one of  the most advanced 
fortresses in the country, and became the seat of  
the Captain General. 

George Martinuzzi, acting as regent for the 
child king John Sigismund, created a new state 
out of  Transylvania and the counties of  Tiszántúl 
known as “the Partium” and worked towards a 
settlement with King Ferdinand. The treaty as-

The fight for the castles  
of  Hungary (1543–1566)

Tata Castle (Dotis Ungaris Thata) 
from the six-volume Civitates Orbis 

Terrarum (Cities of  the World), 
published in Cologne between 1572 
and 1617. The city plan bears the 

name of  a Belgian artist Georg 
Houfnagel (1542–1600) with the 

word communicauit (“published by”).

Eger Castle in the late 16th century, 
from George Braun and Franz 
Hogenberg’s six-volume Civitates 
Orbis Terrarum  
(Cities of  the World).
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signing Transylvania and the Partium was signed 
in 1549, and in June 1551, a royal army of  7000 
mercenaries led by Gianbatista Castaldo arrived 
to take over Transylvania. Queen Isabella clung 
to power, and could only be persuaded by force 
of  arms to relinquish Transylvania and renounce 
her son’s claim to the throne (as John II).

Since George Martinuzzi realised that the mili- 
tary assistance sent by Ferdinand would be in-
sufficient to defend the country, he tried to gain 
time by misleading the Turks. This was a fatal 
mistake. The Turks no longer trusted him, and 
Castaldo, regarding his talks with the enemy as 
treachery, had him killed in December 1551. 

Istanbul would not tolerate the “Viennese 
king” getting his hands on its vassal province of  
Transylvania, and set out to put a stop, once and 
for all, to any attempts to unite the kingdom. In 
late spring 1552, the Ottoman armies started an 
offensive against the Kingdom of  Hungary on 
four fronts.

The Buda garrison troops under Hadim Ali 
Pasha relieved the castle of  Szeged, under siege 
by the Hajduks, on the first day of  March. In 
summer, they took the castle of  Veszprém by 
siege and in the county of  Nógrád took a series 
of  castles: Buják, Drégely and Szécsény.

The Sultan sent Kara 
Ahmed Pasha, the Second 
Vizier, with an army some 
50-60,000 strong to take 
the part of  the kingdom 
just handed over to Fer-
dinand, Transylvania. The 
first obstacle was Temesvár 
(Timişoara). István Loson-
czy, ispán (Comes) of  Temes, 
defended the fort heroically 
with 2300 Hungarian, Span-
ish and Czech soldiers. After 
holding on for 32 days, their 
depleted numbers squeezed 
into the inner castle by the 
constant artillery fire and 
waves of  Turkish assaults, 
were forced to surrender 
on 27 July. The Spanish de-
fenders of  Temesvár fought 
tooth and nail for every cor-
ner of  the castle, which is 

more than can be said for Bernardo Aldana’s sol-
diers, who left the well-fortified Lippa (Lipova) 
to its fate.

After capturing the Temesköz area, the main 
army united at Szolnok with the troops of  Ali 
Pasha of  Buda, and after a brief  siege captured 
(on 4 September) the castle of  Szolnok, with its 
command over the second largest waterway of  
the country, the River Tisza.

The crowning objective of  this success-
ful campaign was to be the capture of  Eger, 
the gateway to Upper Hungary. Possession of  
this fortress would have divided the Habsburg-
controlled north and east parts of  the coun-
try from each other. For 38 days, the castellan, 
István Dobó, with only 2000 defenders, beat 
off  the enemy assaults. Kara Ahmed Pasha was 
ultimately obliged to abandon the siege on 18 
October, thus breaking a run of  successes by 
the Ottoman military which had continued for 
a generation.

The heroic defence of  Eger in 1552 immedi-
ately became the symbol of  heroic resistance at 
the time, and the tradition lives on today, made 
immortal through Géza Gárdonyi’s novel Egri 
Csillagok (Eclipse of  the Crescent Moon), telling 
the story of  István Dobó and his comrades. 

◄◄ 
Women of  Eger,  
monumental painting  
by Bertalan Székely (1835–1910)

The siege of  Pápa
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István Dobó; Drawings by Endre 
Szász (1926–2003) for the film 

Eclipse of  the Crescent Moon. Also 
published in book form in 1969

The Turkish Sultan. Drawings  
by Endre Szász (1926–2003) 
for the film Eclipse of  the Crescent 
Moon. Also published in book form 
in 1969

The heroic defence of  the little castle of  
Drégely gained national fame through the ballad 
by the frontier troubadour of  the time, Sebestyén 
Lantos of  Tinódi. Three centuries later, the  
poems of  Ferenc Kölcsey and János Arany made 
the heroic deeds of  György Szondi and his sol-
diers the symbol of  self-sacrifice and courage.

Despite the failure to take Eger, the 1552 Turk-
ish campaign was extremely successful. It com-
pleted the defensive ring of  Buda, and the new 
vilayet centred on Temesvár ensured control over 
John Sigismund, the vassal who was now restored 
to rule Transylvania. Although the Porte did not 
press further expansion in Hungary owing to the 
Persian War, the local Turkish forces did make 
expand their conquests in the country. The ambi-
tious Toygun Pasha of  Buda captured Fülek in 
1554, driving a wedge between the western and 
eastern Habsburg-held areas. Later, Hadim Ali, 
returning to Buda, attempted to take Szigetvár 
(1556). He had less success than he had four years 
previously. The castle held out against Hadim 
Ali’s siege for fifty days.

Szigetvár ultimately fell to Sultan Suleyman 
on his seventh and last campaign in 1566. The 
Turks started the war on the pretext of  sup-
porting an expansion into Upper Hungary by 
John Sigismund, Voivode of  Transylvania. He 
sent Pertev Pasha, the Second Vizier, to take 
Gyula and he marched with the main army to 
Szigetvár, defended by Miklós Zrínyi with 2300 
Croatian and Hungarian soldiers. The garrison 
of  Gyula held out for two months, and Szigetvár 
withstood a siege by the Sultan’s army of  50,000 
regular soldiers for 38 days.The story of  the de-
fenders’ heroic stand and the death of  Miklós 
Zrínyi as he burst out of  the ruined castle were 
forged into an essential part of  the Hungarian 
historical consciousness in a ballad written in 
the following century by his great-grandson and 
namesake. The ageing Suleyman did not survive 
to see the castle’s fall, dying in his Szigetvár camp 
on 6 September, two days before the defenders’ 
breakout. The capture of  Szigetvár marked the 
end of  the great era of  Ottoman conquest of  
Hungary. 
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Peter Krafft Sr. (1780–1856):  
Zrínyi’s Sally (1825)

The sabre and helmet of  
Miklós Zrínyi,  
hero of  Szigetvár 
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Although the inscription on the miniature states that Suleyman led the army to Szigetvár, he did not live to see the victory.  
His death was kept secret for three weeks.  

The first miniature shows the splendid Ottoman army and the second a fine representation of  Szigetvár Castle.
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Suleyman’s successor Selim II signed a peace 
treaty with Holy Roman Emperor Maximilian I 
in Edirne in 1568. By capturing Szigetvár and 
Gyula, the Ottomans had eliminated the forts 
threatening their defensive system, completing 
their military control of  the centre of  the coun-
try. A sign of  the successes of  the Ottoman Em-
pire is that as King of  Hungary, Maximilian I was 
obliged to pay a tribute, a kind of  tax in effect. 
The relationship between the royal part of  the 
country and Transylvania was settled in a treaty 
(1570). John Sigismund renounced the throne 
and recognised Emperor Maximilian as King of  

Hungary. If  he had no successor, the Principality 
would pass to the Habsburg ruler. The Kingdom 
of  Hungary thus remained a single legal entity, 
but its de facto division into three parts became 
permanent.

The four decades between 1526 and 1566 
proved that the Ottoman Empire was not capable 
of  permanently occupying the Kingdom of  Hun-
gary, but the Austrian Habsburgs were not cap-
able of  defending it. To Hungary’s misfortune, 
the buffer zone between the two empires ran 
through the centre of  the kingdom, where both 
powers set up their own border defence zones.

T o prevent Ottoman expansion, a defensive 
system was laid out on the Hungarian and 

Croatian lands ruled by the Habsburg dynasty. 
It was some 1000 kilometres long, from the 
Adriatic Sea to the borders of  the Principality of  
Transylvania, and 50-100 kilometres deep, divided 
into stages. It was financed and garrisoned by the 
Austrian provinces, the Kingdom of  Bohemia, 
and the principalities of  the Holy Roman 
Empire. The whole system was an integral part 
of  a defensive zone running right across Europe 
from North Africa, through the coastal fort 

system in Spain and Italy, the coasts and islands 
of  Dalmatia and Greece, and the Venetian 
fortresses up to the Podolian castles.

The border zones or confines forming the de-
fence against the Ottoman Empire were divided 
into two Croatian and four Hungarian captain-
cy-generals (supremus capitaneus). The captain-
generals of  the border fortresses were appointed 
by the king and were directly accountable to the 
Aulic Military Council. There were also “district” 
captain-generals who operated on roughly the 
same areas as the border-fortress captain-gen-

Siege of  Székesfehérvár

One country,  
three border defence zones

Temesvár (Timişoara)  
was a vilayet (large provincial region) 
of  the Ottoman Empire.  
The miniature is clearly the work of  
an artist who knew Temesvár well.

ENEA SILVIO PICCOLOMINI (1405–1464), later Pope Pius II, wrote in a letter to Archbishop 
Dénes Széchy of  Esztergom (1440–1465) in 1444:

The Hungarians have every right to reclaim the crown,  
because the Hungarian Kingdom is an archiregnum (high kingdom).
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erals. The captain-general of  a district coordi-
nated the noble militias of  the counties and took 
command of  troops raised on a feudal basis, 
comprising nobles and bondmen of  the coun-
ties and the towns, and troops of  his own force 
paid for out of  war tax. In the second half  of  the 
16th century, the border-fortress captain-generals 
were largely foreign, mostly Austrian aristocrats 
who knew the country well, and reliable barons 
of  the King’s party, but the district captain-gen-
erals were all Hungarians.

The Aulic Military Council was set up in 1556 
to organise and oversee the defence against the 
Ottomans. This was followed by the establish-
ment of  an apparatus for pay, supplies and equip-
ment. The military infrastructure was built up on 
a much more orderly and professional basis after 
the Aulic Military Council started operation.

Major fortresses of  modern design were built 
at the strategic points of  the defensive zone, 
mainly along the Turkish marching routes. Most 
of  them became fortress towns (Érsekújvár 

[Nové Zámky], Győr, Kassa [Košice], Szatmár 
[Satu Mare]), and military and administrative  
centres of  the confines. In addition to the key 
forts erected to designs by Italian military en-
gineers, many forts were modernised. These 
included privately-owned forts (Ecsed, Eger,  
Gyula, Kanizsa, Kassa, Kisvárda, Szigetvár, 
Tata) which the King took over from their own-
ers in return for compensation or were improved 
with a financial contribution by the crown. The 
system also made use of  natural obstacles in the 
confines, such as rivers, marshes and extensive 
surface water, and the final component com-
prised several dozen minor palisades and guard-
houses. The overall defensive system consisted 
of  a chain of  100-120 forts of  various sizes, and 
a dense fabric of  palisades and guard towers.

The royal garrisons of  Croatian, Hungarian 
and Slavonian confines reached 20-22,000 in the 
1570s, of  which some 16,000 soldiers served in 
the four captaincy-generals in Hungary. More 
than two-thirds of  these troops were Hungarian 

and Croatian, and the rest were German and Bo-
hemian mercenaries detached there.

The enormous costs of  maintaining the de-
fensive zone of  garrisons and fortresses were 
met by contributions by the Austrian Hereditary 
Lands and, to an even greater extent, the German 
principalities. The soldiers’ bounty, victuals, war 
material, military administration and fortification 
works consumed some 2 million Rhine florins.

Like Royal Hungary, Transylvania set up its 
own border defences. Its geopolitical position, 
subject to incursions from both the Habsburgs 
and the Ottomans, required it to put up defences 
almost all round. The Tiszántúl areas were de-
fended by the fortresses of  the Várad Captaincy-
General: Várad, Zsáka, Bajom, Sarkad, Adorján, 
Székelyhíd (Săcueni, Romania), Belényes (Beiuş); 
the Szamos (Someşul) valley by the fortresses of  
Bethlen and Szamosújvár (Gherla); the course 
of  the River Maros (Mureş) by the Déva, Maros-
vécs (Brâncoveneşti) and Radnót (Iernut) forts; 
and the southern districts by the Karánsebes 

(Caransebeş) and Lugos (Lugoj) forts. The north, 
east and south borders of  the Principality were 
surrounded by the Carpathians, where it was 
necessary to strengthen the forts near the moun-
tain passes, such as those of  Fogaras (Fagaraş), 
Görgény (Gurghiu), Vöröstorony (Turnu Roşu) 
and the town of  Szeben (Sibiu).

The Ottoman defensive zone comprised the 
occupied southern and central areas of  the King-
dom of  Hungary. It initially consisted of  the 
Buda vilayet (1541) and subsequently the Temes-
vár vilayet (1552), which essentially corresponded 
to the military and civilian administrative entities 
of  the Christian side. Buda and Temesvár had 
garrisons of  several thousand and were the vi-
layet centres of  the conquered lands. The pashas 
in charge of  them controlled a system of  subsidi-
ary fortresses.

A defensive system of  80-90 forts was set up 
on the territories of  the Buda and Temesvár vi-
layets. Besides Buda, there were garrisons of  
2000 soldiers at Esztergom, which commanded 

Visegrád and Érsekújvár  
(Owar, germanice Niev Hvisel et 

Vizzegrad germanice Plindeburg) in 
1595, from the six-volume Civitates 

Orbis Terrarum (Cities of  the 
World).

Győr Castle (Iaverinum vulgo Rab), 
1594, from the six-volume Civitates 
Orbis Terrarum (Cities of  the 
World) 
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the Danube, and Székesfehérvár, which guarded 
the route for Ottoman forces marching on Vi-
enna. The fortresses guarding the river and land 
routes of  local significance (Fülek, Hatvan, Jenő, 
Lippa, Szigetvár) held 5-600 soldiers. This was 
complemented by a chain of  smaller forts rang-
ing from palisades with garrisons of  100-150 
down to guard posts with a few dozen soldiers.

The permanent garrisons of  the forts totalled 
some 18,000 men, to which the vilayets added 
about 7000 Spahis and their armed retinues. Not 
counting the irregular units, there were about 
25,000 soldiers stationed on the newly-con-
quered areas. 

 In the half-century following the Battle of  
Mohács, the political map of  the Kingdom of  
Hungary had been redrawn and a presence had 
been established of  conquerors whose political 
regime, culture and mentality diverged from the 
Christian world. The political chaos, the cynical, 
repeated changes of  side, and personal selfish-
ness which reigned in the country are regarded 
by most historians, and by popular tradition, as 
the main cause of  failure in the fight against the 
Ottomans. In fact, any feudal society in a similar 
situation would have experienced these phenom-
ena as it sought a way out. The alternatives of  
“submit or resist” when faced with the Turkish 

threat posed a difficult choice at a time when the 
domestic and foreign political environment was 
so contradictory.

In Europe, the empire of  Charles V was the 
only power which put up its military and eco-
nomic power against the expansion of  the Otto-
man Empire. The power struggle with Francis I 
of  France and the religious wars attempting to 
stem the Reformation divided the Habsburgs’ 
military strength. Nonetheless, they confronted 
the Ottomans on three fronts. Viewed from 
Madrid, the Hungarian front was the most dis-
tant, and it was only with the troops left over for 
emergencies that Charles V went into battle in 
person to aid his younger brother in 1532, when 
Suleyman I again threatened Vienna. Through 
enormous efforts in finance and organisation, 
he put 80,000 well-equipped, combat-hardened 
soldiers into battle order. This formidable army 
frightened off  Suleyman, but did not undertake 
the task of  forcing the Ottomans out. Neither 
did the military, logistic, financial or political 
conditions in Europe at the time permit the 
organisation, supply and command of  an army 
commensurate with that of  the Ottomans. The 
campaigns to recover Buda in 1541 and 1542 had 
proved that they were incapable of  adequately 
supplying and mobilising armies of  30-40,000, 
much smaller than Charles V’s. Ferdinand I’s 
military and financial resources increased when 

he became Holy Roman Emperor in 1558, but 
permitted only the construction of  a new border 
fortress system. 

The newly laid-out “defensive wall” served as 
the shield of  Christendom, but often consisted 
only of  Hungary itself, whose inhabitants were 
armed and its towns and villages converted into 
forts as a barrier to the Ottoman conquerors. 
As such, however, the people of  the conquered 
lands were never fully cut off  from the King-
dom. The administration and jurisdiction of  the 
estates lived on, and a kind of  dual regime took 
shape in these territories. The inhabitants had to 
serve two masters, their taxes shared by their old 
lords and new Ottoman rulers.

In consequence, Islam never put down roots 
in the conquered lands, and most of  the popula-
tion retained their faith and identity.

Fülek Castle  
in the 17th century

Făgăraş Castle today  
(Photo: Attila Barczi)
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T he treaty of  Edirne was made between 
King Maximilian I of  Hungary (Maximilian 

II as Holy Roman Emperor) and Sultan Selim 
II on 17 February 1568 at Edirne (Adrianople). 
In the treaty, Maximilian I acknowledged the 
Ottoman conquests between 1552 and 1566 
and made a promise to pay a tribute to the 
Sultan of  30,000 Hungarian golden florins. 
The treaty prohibited either side from 
further campaigns to gain territory, thus 
mutually guaranteeing the borders as they 
stood. The parties undertook not to attack 
Transylvania, and Transylvania was not to 
attack either the Habsburg Empire or the 
Ottoman Empire.

In the meantime, there were major 
changes going on in military affairs in 
Western Europe. Handheld firearms were 
starting to be used on a mass scale, requir-
ing changes in tactical procedures. The new 
weapons and tactics were quickly adopted 
in the Hungarian defensive borders, so 
that Christian forces became increasingly 
effective in clashes with the enemy. The 
wars with Persia (1578–1590) reduced the 
amount of  money and supplies the Otto-
man Empire could assign to its garrisons 
in the conquered territories, causing a de-
terioration in morale and discipline.

Following the Persian War, the local 
Turkish military hoped for a new war to im-
prove their situation. This prompted Telli 
Hassan, Beglerbey of  Bosnia, to launch a 
regular border war on the Croatian frontier 
in 1591. He captured the castle of  Bihács 
(Bihać, Bosnia-Hercegovina), but when he 
attempted for the second time to besiege 
Sziszek (Sisak, Croatia), in 1593, the relief  
army of  Croatian Ban Tamás Erdődy won 
a victory over the Ottomans. 

In reprisal, the highest body of  the Ot-
toman Empire, the Porte, declared war 
on the “Viennese king”. Sinan Pasha, the 

new Grand Vizier, launched and unexpected 
campaign in September. One Ottoman column 
captured Sziszek, while the main army headed 
for Vienna, taking Veszprém on 7 October and 
Palota on the 11th, but with the approach of  
Kasim, the day marking the end of  the Ottoman 
military year (26 October), they had to abandon 
the siege of  Tata.

Sinan aimed to conquer all of  Hungary and 
capture Vienna, so that the northern part of  
Transdanubia became the main theatre of  war. 
Of  the thirteen campaigns between 1593 and 
1605, nine were directed at this area. The Ot-
tomans revived their old recipe of  gaining the 
submission of  barons, offering Ferenc Dobó 
“voivodeship of  Kassa” and István Báthori of  
Ecsed the “Kingdom of  Bohemia”, but these 
overtures fell on deaf  ears.

In Vienna, the Aulic Military Council took 
out the strategic plan which by Johann Rueber, 
Captain-General of  Upper Hungary, had drawn  
 

up in 1577. This included the proposal of  winter 
operations following the departure of  the main 
Turkish army.

After Suleyman’s armies withdrew, the royal 
forces went on the offensive on two fronts. The 
army of  Ferdinand Hardegg, Captain-General 
of  Győr, laid siege to Székesfehérvár, and that 
of  Christoph Teuffenbach, Captain-General of  
Upper Hungary, prepared to capture the most 
northern fort of  the Buda vilayet, Fülek. The op-
eration against Székesfehérvár did not succeed 
despite defeating a relief  army sent by the Pa-
sha of  Buda (3 November). Teuffenbach’s army,  
 

The Long War  
(1593–1606)

Siege of  Sziszek in 1593,  
from Ortelius redivivus  
et continuatus by Ortelius and 
Martin Meyer. Legend:  
A) Sziszek Castle.  
B) Turkish camp and 
earthworks.  
C) D) E) G) H) Christian 
forces.  
F) Colonel Auersperg sets 
Hassan Pasha to flight.  
K) R. Kulpa L) R. Száva.  
M) Janissaries’ cover.  
N) Ruins of  the old town. 
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Half-armour of  Count Miklós 
Pálffy (1552–1600),  

“Hero of  Győr”

however, which comprised mainly Hungarian 
border fortress garrisons and field soldiers took 
Fülek and went on to take several smaller forts in 
Nógrád county.

Exploiting the absence of  the main Otto-
man army, the Christian forces continued their 
operations in early 1594. In South Transdanu-
bia, Miklós Pálffy, Captain-General of  the bor-
der fortresses protecting the mining towns, and 
György Zrínyi, Captain-General of  Transdanu-
bia launched an operation which recaptured 
the Turkish forts in front of  Kanizsa: Babócsa, 
Berzence, Csurgó and Segesd.

The capture of  Nógrád castle in March drove 
another wedge into the defensive ring around 
Buda. The main army of  15,000 Hungarian and 
20,000 imperial troops under Archduke Mat-
thias Habsburg set off  to capture Esztergom, 
the gateway to Buda. In contrast with the cam-
paigns of  previous decades, they completed the 
enclosure very early, at the beginning of  May, but 
two months of  struggle with enormous losses 
proved insufficient to capture the castle. It was 
here, on 19 May, that one of  the greatest poets 
of  the Hungarian Renaissance, Bálint Balassi, 

who wrote of  life in the border fortresses and 
had fought valiantly in the capture of  the Nógrád 
castles the year before, was fatally wounded.

 Grand Vizier Sinan’s army captured Tata 
on their way and started a siege of  Győr, the 
last major fortress before Vienna. The well-
constructed castle was defended by more than 
6000 soldiers. Archduke Matthias’ army re-
treated to Szigetköz, but Sinan, having been 
joined by the Crimean Tartars, executed a very 
rapid action which destroyed Archduke Mat- 
thias’ forces and hermetically sealed off  the fort. The 
constant cannon fire, mine warfare and the Janis- 
saries’ charges over three weeks ground down 
the defenders’ strength. Since Ferdinand Hard-
egg could not expect to be relieved and could not 
hold on to the now-ruined fort with his depleted 
garrison, he capitulated on 29 September.

With the loss of  Győr, the border fortress sys-
tem under the captain-generals collapsed. Pápa 
was taken by the Ottomans, as were the border 
forts of  Csesznek, Tihany and Vázsony around 
Lake Balaton. Győr became the centre of  a vi-
layet, a springboard towards Vienna. The Prot-
estant Hardegg was held up as a scapegoat, and 

the next year he was tried for “treason” and exe-
cuted.

Vienna itself  was now a border fortress. Panic 
spread throughout Europe, but the threat also 
revived the spirit of  the Crusades. Several rulers, 
including the Prince of  Tuscany and Ferrara, 
joined the Holy League against the Turks; and 
the three Ottoman vassal states, Transylvania, 
Moldova and Wallachia, also turned against Is-
tanbul, contributing to the swing in the balance 
of  power.

Sigismund Báthori, Prince of  Transylvania 
(1588–1602), by imprisoning and executing the 
“Turkish party” barons who opposed alliance 
with the Habsburgs, removed the obstacle to 
joining the Holy League. Although the formal 
treaty with Rudolf  II, Holy Roman Emperor 
and King of  Hungary, was only signed later, 
Transylvania, Moldova and Wallachia opened 
a new channel of  attack against the Ottoman 
rear in 1594. Next year, forces under György 
Borbély captured thirteen forts and palisades in 
the south-west border country of  Transylvania, 
including Lippa and Jenő. Michael the Brave, 

Voivode of  Wallachia, with the support of  2000 
Székely soldiers, occupied Turkish fortresses 
along the Lower Danube from Vidin to Brăila 
in autumn 1594.

The entry into the fray of  Transylvania, 
Moldova and Wallachia forced the Ottoman mili-
tary leadership to divide their forces. In summer 
1595, Grand Vizier Sinan marched on Wallachia 
instead of  Vienna, to recapture lands regarded as 
the breadbasket of  Istanbul. His success proved 
transient, because when he took his army back to 
their winter quarters, the Transylvanian–Walla-
chian armies came out from their refuges and 
repossessed the forts he had taken. Adding to his 
woes was an action by István (Stephen) Bocskai 
and Wallachian Voivode Michael the Brave which 
routed his rearguard as it was crossing the Dan-
ube at Giurgiu.  

The core of  the Transylvanian military com-
prised the mercenaries of  the border fortresses 
and the Prince, some 5-6000 troops, many of  
which had gained combat experience in Poland 
during Stephen Báthori’s time as King of  Poland. 
The Székely army was the strongest numerically. 

Turkish siege of  Győr in 1594, from 
Ortelius redivivus et continuatus, by 
Ortelius and Martin Meyer. Engraving 
was made by Ortelius’ brother-in-law 
Johann Sibmacher, painter and engraver  
of  Nuremberg.

Legend: A) Castle .B) Outer city. C) 
Island. D) Christian camp. E) Turkish 
camp. F) Turkish earthworks. G) Turkish 
cavalry crossing the Danube. H) Turkish 
assault. I) R. Rábca. K) R. Danube. L) 
Ships carrying supplies. M) Christian 
earthworks
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After relinquishing their privileges, the Székely 
sent some 23,000 soldiers to the camp of  Sigis-
mund Báthori in autumn 1595. The main branch 
of  the Transylvanian army, as of  the Hungarian 
army, was the light cavalry, although there was 
an increasing presence of  light infantry, mostly 
Hajduk and Székely soldiers. To make up the 
shortfall in number and standard of  firearms 
compared with the royal army, thousands of  
modern firearms were delivered to the Principal-
ity of  Transylvania, along with an imperial auxil-
iary force, in 1596.

Exploiting the absence of  the main Turkish 
forces, the armies of  the Holy League this time 
successfully besieged Esztergom. After its capit-
ulation, they went on to occupy Visegrád, but the 
depleted army, struck by disease, had no strength 
left to besiege Buda.

Although Győr was still in Ottoman hands, 
the Holy League had made substantial progress 
in the third year of  the war. The entry of  Tran-
sylvania, Moldova and Wallachia was a major po-
litical and strategic success. The occupation of  
Esztergom and Visegrád was a worthy tactical 
accomplishment, opening the way to the recap-
ture of  Buda, and isolating Győr.

Following the military failures of  the previous 
year, the Sultan himself, Mehmed III, rode at the 
head of  his armies in 1596, to restore Ottoman 
influence in Transylvania and the Romanian prin-
cipalities. In order to isolate the turncoat vassal 
principalities from their new allies, the Ottoman 
military leadership set off  to capture Eger, as 
they had in 1552. The 30,000-strong main army 
of  Archduke Maximilian took Vác and Hatvan, 
but then clashed with the Sultan’s army, more 
than twice its strength.

With half-constructed ramparts and only 7 
cannon, Pál Nyáry had little chance of  success, 
but Eger nonetheless held out for three weeks. 
The relative strength of  the armies was then bal-
anced out with the arrival of  Captain-General 
Teuffenbach of  Upper Hungary and Prince Si-
gismund Báthori of  Transylvania. The allied 
army, swelled to a size of  55-60,000, set off  to 
recapture Eger.

The battle took place at Mezőkeresztes, the 
first time since 1526 that the main Christian and 
Ottoman armies had faced up to each other. The 
Christian army’s firepower gave them the edge 
on the battlefield. They first overwhelmed the 
corps of  Grand Vizier Ibrahim, and then the 

imperial and Hungarian infantry broke through 
the centre of  the Turkish front and broke into 
the Sultan’s camp. This set off  what the Chris-
tian generals had feared: the troops’ battle  
order broke up, and instead of  pursuing the 
Turks started to loot the camp. Seeing the dis-
persion of  the Christian battle lines, the retreat-
ing Turkish forces turned back and pulled off  a 
decisive counter-attack against their enemy. 

The military events of  1597 were inaugurated 
with Miklós Pálffy’s successful action against 
Tata. They captured the castle in a night raid 
when they deployed a new military invention, the 
petard, to blow up the gate and allow them in. 
The main army’s operations started with the cap-
ture of  Pápa, but the siege of  Győr was relieved 
by Saturdji Mehmed Serdar (Second Vizier), who 
also recaptured Tata. 

In spring 1598, Miklós Pálffy and Adolf  
Schwarzenberg use the petard-assault which had 
been proven at Tata to capture Győr, following 
which they captured the forts of  Tata, Gesztes, 
Palota, Veszprém and Vázsony. The series of  
successes that spring set up the opportunity for 
recapturing Buda, but the 32,000-strong army 
failed to prevail against the 6000 defending Turks.

The Christian army’s accomplishments in 
northern Transdanubia allowed the Porte to 
concentrate its forces on recovering Transylva-
nia. After the abdication of  Sigismund Báthori, 
the Transylvanian estates again took an oath to 
Rudolf  I as King of  Hungary. Then Saturdji 
Mehmed, leading an army of  50,000, appeared 
in the western reaches of  Transylvania. They re-
captured the palisade forts of  Arad, Csanád and 
Nagylak, which had fallen in 1595, but Várad suc-
cessfully held out against the one-month siege. 

The political chaos and wars arising from Si-
gismund Báthori’s successive resignations and 
returns caused the collapse of  the eastern wing 
of  the Christian League, and so Transylvania, 
together with Moldova and Wallachia was no 
longer able to make a military contribution to 
the war against the Ottomans. The civil war in 
Transylvania (1598–1602) not only prevented the 
armed forces of  the three principalities from tak-
ing part in the struggle, it also withdrew imper-
ial and Hungarian forces from the main theatre 
of  war. The protracted war had exhausted both 
sides, and peace talks were held in 1599. The sta-
tus quo was regarded as unacceptable by both 
sides, and negotiations were broken off.

Recapture of  Kanizsa from the Turks 
in 1601, from Ortelius redivivus et 
continuatus by Ortelius and Martin 
Meyer. Legend: A) Castle.  
B) Old castle C) Round bastion.  
D) Gunpowder tower. E) Horsepond. 
F) Moat. G) H) Bridges. I) Marsh. 
K) Outer city, which burned down. 
L) Papal troops. M) Delphino 
Flaminius. N) Archduke Ferdinand. 
O) John Medici. P) Colonel Madrutz 
Gandentius. Q) Prince Mantua, 
with Spanish troops. R) Earthworks 
abandoned by Turks. S) German 
cavalry. T) Hungarian cavalry.  
V) Ferencz De Monte.  
W) Earthworks guarding bridge.  
X) Road to Graz. Y) Road to Sziget. 
Z) Road to Székesfehérvár. R. Mura 

Fresco from a series by Hans Rudolf  
Miller on the coved vault of  Nádasdy 

Castle in Sárvár
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Right profile of  Prince Sigismund 
Báthory of  Transylvania  

(1572–1613), in oval frame. His hat 
has a broad fur edging. 

Mace of  Sigismund Báthory  
(1572–1613),  

Prince of  Transylvania

Siege of  Buda and Pest in 1602, from Ortelius redivivus et continuatus by Ortelius and Martin Meyer.  
Legend:  
A) Pest  

B) Buda Castle  
C) Upper city  

D) Rear outer city  
E) Víziváros (Zsidóváros)  

F) Lower outer city  
G) Upper outer city  
H) Customs House  

I) Hot baths K) Gellért Hill  
L) Pontoon bridge  

M) Christians’ camp

The military events of  the turn of  the cen-
tury turned sour for the Christian allies. First 
the unpaid Wallonian mercenaries in Pápa 
revolted, and then Grand Vizier Ibrahim put 
Kanizsa, the gateway to Styria, under siege. 
Georg Paradeiser, with hardly a thousand men, 
held the fort with little food or ammunition 
for a month and a half, but after a series of  
failed actions by the relief  army, he eventually 
surrendered. Like Hardegg, he paid for his ac-
tion with death.

The counter-strike by the Christian allies 
was not slow in coming. In 1601, they launched 
an offensive in three directions at once. The 
forces of  Giorgo Basta scored several suc-
cesses in Transylvania, and Prince Philip Mer-
coeur’s army recaptured Székesfehérvár, but 
Archduke Ferdinand’s army was less fortunate 

in its siege of  Kanizsa, so that the seat of  the 
new vilayet stayed in Ottoman hands.

Between 1602 and 1604, the imperial and 
royal armies made no substantial headway. 
In the Hungarian theatre of  operations, they 
were gradually forced on to the defensive, and 
neither was Transylvania held successfully. 
Following the power struggle between Sigis-
mund Báthori and Voivode Michael the Brave, 
Giorgo Basta put the country under military 
rule.

Holy League forces attempted the capture 
of  Buda twice more (1602 and 1603), but only 
succeeded in taking Pest. The Christian forces 
were also unable to retain the positions they 
had gained in previous years. The Ottomans re-
captured Székesfehérvár in 1602, Pest, Hatvan 
and Vác in 1604, and Esztergom in 1605. 
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I n its scale and duration, what became 
known to posterity as the “Long War” or 

the “15 Years War” stood apart from what went 
before. Instead of  single campaigns sweeping 
through the narrow territory of  Hungary (Sultan 
Suleyman brought his main forces through six 
times, and the Second Vizier once, between 1520 
and 1566), armed forces numbering several tens 
of  thousands constantly battled on both sides for 
a decade and a half. The operations progressed 
on several fronts at once, and a large part of  both 
the Christian and Ottoman armies remained 
quartered in Hungary during the winter.

No corner of  the country was spared the rav-
ages of  war, and no section of  society escaped the 

increasingly intolerable war levies. In addition, to 
refill the empty treasury, aristocrats were tried for 
treason, and Counter-Reformation measures in-
creasingly involved force of  arms. The political 
and social crisis was at its most severe in the east 
of  the country, principally Tiszántúl and Upper 
Hungary.

Standing up to championing the dissatisfac-
tion of  the Upper Hungarian nobility and sol-
diery, especially the Hajduks, was István Bocskai, 
Sigismund Báthori’s former Habsburg-leaning 
counsellor and Captain-General of  Várad. The 
uprising broke out at Álmosd in 1604, when 
the Hajduk army, in league with Bocskai, at-
tacked an imperial column marching to confront 

War within a war  
– István Bocskai’s uprising against the Habsburgs

István Bocskai as főispán (Comes, Lord Lieutenant) of  Bihar.  
Engraving by Baltasar Caÿmox

Hajduk officer (left) and 
Hajduk (right), after an 
engraving by Dutch artist 
Caspar Luyken (1672–1708) 
(F. Stefan, 1829)
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Sigismund Báthori’s former Habsburg-leaning 
counsellor and Captain-General of  Várad. The 
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War within a war  
– István Bocskai’s uprising against the Habsburgs

István Bocskai as főispán (Comes, Lord Lieutenant) of  Bihar.  
Engraving by Baltasar Caÿmox

Hajduk officer (left) and 
Hajduk (right), after an 
engraving by Dutch artist 
Caspar Luyken (1672–1708) 
(F. Stefan, 1829)
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Allegorical clash of  
Christians and Turks, 

1684

Owing to deficiencies in discipline, logistics 
and finance, during the war the Christian forces 
were unable to take proper advantage of  the 
increasing technical and tactical advantages af-
forded by the spread of  firearms. The imperial-
royal forces’ feudal-based system of  recruiting, 
logistics and finance was as inadequate as ever in 
competition with the highly efficient supply and 
recruiting organisations of  the autocratic Otto-
man state.

Bocskai’s movement, and subsequently the 
uprising of  Hajduk soldiers dissatisfied with the 
execution of  the Treaty of  Vienna (1607/1608), 
proved very useful to the Hungarian estates in 
their manoeuvring to strengthen their traditional 
privileges and protect religious freedom.

Supervision of  military affairs stayed with the 
Aulic Military Council, but the captain-generals 
of  the border fortresses were from that time 
drawn from among Hungarian aristocrats, except 
for the Captain-General of  Győr, who was re-
sponsible for the defence of  Vienna. After nearly 
fifty years, the office of  the highest dignitary after 
the King, the Palatine, was again filled by a Hun-
garian. In the following decades, the Palatines 
were to play a major part in resolving Ottoman 
and Transylvanian conflicts and in command-
ing troops raised by the estates. The mercenary 
army, seen by the people of  Hungary as embodi-
ments of  oppression, and generally regarded 
as German, were gradually withdrawn from 
the country, except in the strategic fortresses 

of  Komárom, Érsekújvár, Léva and Fülek.  
By the 1660s, this resulted in the emergence of  
a dualistic regime in which the estates had much 
more say in the governance of  the Kingdom of  
Hungary and in local control of  military affairs 
than they had had in previous decades.

The peace between the two great powers freed 
military resources on both sides for redeploy-
ment elsewhere. In 1603, the Ottomans started 
a three-decade-long struggle with the Persians at 
the eastern frontiers of  the Empire, and in 1645, 
they fought the Republic of  Venice for the is-
land of  Crete. The Austrian Habsburgs had to 
deal with the internal crisis of  the dynasty and 
later a political crisis in the Austrian Hereditary 
Lands and the religiously-divided Holy Roman 
Empire. In 1618, opposition by the Bohemian 
estates mounted into armed rebellion, launching 
the Thirty Years War in the Holy Roman Empire, 
which soon divided into the Protestant Union 
and the Catholic League.

The internal crisis of  the Habsburg Empire, 
followed by the Thirty Years War, forced the 
King to rely more and more on the armed and 
financial power of  the Hungarian estates in de-
fence against the Ottomans, even in the West-
ern theatres of  operation. The first stage of  this 
came in spring 1608, when the Hungarian forces 
supported Archduke Matthias in the dispute with 
his brother Emperor and King Rudolf  II, ultim-
ately electing him King of  Hungary in autumn 
1608.

them. Within little more than a month, Bocskai’s 
Hajduks took the greater part of  Upper Hun-
gary into their control, persuading most of  the 
border fort and field soldiery to join them. They 
achieved this despite defeats against the numeri-
cally superior imperial-royal armies firstly at Os-
gyán (Ožďany, Slovakia) and then at Edelény. 
Consisting mostly of  Hajduks and border for-
tress units, Bocskai’s army carried out a series 
of  raids which, by spring 1605, had worn down 
the resistance of  the imperial-royal army. Bas-
ta’s dwindling forces were confined to Eperjes 
(Presov) and its surroundings in the winter of  
1604/1605, and the Habsburgs’ empty war chest 
meant that they could not send a substantial force 
to assist them. The rebels, who from the start 
had enjoyed Ottoman support, had an enormous 
numerical superiority.

After taking the fortress of  Szatmár (January 
1605), the Hajduk troops led by László Gyulaffy 
penetrated Transylvania. With the support of  the 
Székely (whose freedoms had been restored by 
Bocskai in February), they captured the greater 
part of  the Principality. In spring 1606, Bocskai’s 
Hajduks overran Lower Hungary, The forces led 
by Gergely Némethy took control of  the greater 
part of  Transdanubia, although the imperial-royal 
forces ultimately pressed the rebels out of  that 
region.

This marked the end 
of  the major military op-
erations, because it was in 
the interests of  both sides 
to bring the war to an end. 
The Habsburg and Otto-
man Empires were both 
exhausted by war. Boc-
skai was unable to main-
tain his army, now 60,000 
strong, and the dark side 
of  the Ottoman alliance, 
such as the Turkish oc-
cupation of  Esztergom, 
took collaboration further 
than he could tolerate. At 
the beginning of  the year, 
Bocskai, already Prince of  

Transylvania, urged the Porte to recognise him 
as Prince of  Hungary by granting him a crown 
(the Transylvanian princely insignia consisted 
only of  sceptre and flag), but when this actually 
happened, he accepted the crown only as a gift.

Bocskai’s rebellion, launched to protect the 
rights of  the estates and the Protestant faith, came 
to an end with the Treaty of  Vienna (23 June 
1606). Protestants were granted freedom to prac-
tise their religion. By reviving the office of  Pala-
tine and calling the Diet, the conditions were set 
for a new division of  power between the King and 
the estates. The acknowledgement of  Transylva-
nia’s separate status meant recognition of  Bocskai 
as Prince, and he had succeeded in preventing the 
region from being returned to the king.

The war between the two great powers, with 
Transylvanian mediation, ended with the Treaty 
of  Zsitvatorok (11 November 1606), based on 
the status quo. The final balance was in favour of  
the Ottomans. By capturing Eger and Kanizsa, 
they had expanded their conquests with another 
two vilayets in Hungary and maintained their in-
fluence over Transylvania. The Habsburgs, with 
some losses, had defended the parts of  Hungary 
under their rule, but had not succeeded in retain-
ing Transylvania, indeed were forced to recognise 
its separate status and acknowledge its vassalage 
to the Ottoman Empire.

Hajduk lieutenant’s 
standard 
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forces scored an obliterating victory over the 
army of  the Protestant Bohemians and Mora-
vians at White Hill, near Prague (8 November 
1620). Bethlen could not, and did not really 
want to, effectively support his allies, now under 
pressure from the Habsburgs. The Ottomans 
had openly informed him that they would not 
permit Transylvania and the royal lands of  the 
Kingdom to unite under his sovereignty. The 
defeat of  his allies also reduced his support in 
Royal Hungary, and so his military ventures of  
the next year, including the siege of  Pozsony, 
were aimed only at reinforcing the outcome of  
his own campaigns. 

Gábor Bethlen and Ferdinand II (King of  
Hungary 1618, Holy Roman Emperor 1619) 
signed a peace treaty in Nikolsburg on 31 De-
cember 1621. In this, Bethlen renounced the title 
of  monarch and returned the Holy Crown. In 

return, he received the seven counties closest to 
Transylvania until the end of  his life. The treaty 
particularly provided that soldiers may serve mu-
tually in each others’ armies.

In his last campaign in 1626, Bethlen entered 
into an alliance with the Protestant states of  the 
Hague Alliance (England, Denmark, Dutch Re-
public, Brandenburg). His army of  nearly 20,000 
Transylvanian and Upper-Hungarian soldiers had 
just entered the territory ruled by the King when 
he found himself  up against the mercenaries of  
the most famous general of  the time, Albrecht 
Wallenstein and the royal soldiers of  Palatine 
Miklós Eszterházy. Although he had been joined 
by the 10,000 strong light cavalry of  Murteza Pa-
sha of  Buda, the Prince was aware that without 
the infantry of  the Protestant auxiliary army he 
had no chance of  victory, and avoided a confron-
tation.

D espite the peace treaty with the Ottomans, 
the Principality of  Transylvania remained 

a source of  internal and external political conflict 
in the first half  of  the 17th century. Although the 
Habsburg dynasty did not want to provoke the 
Porte in the matter of  Transylvania, it did all 
it could to put a loyal prince on the throne. In 
league with the estates of  Hungary, who opposed 
Transylvania’s separate status, and by supporting 
the constant stream of  pretenders to the throne, 
the Habsburg monarch was always interfering in 
the political affairs of  Transylvania.

The anti-Habsburg endeavours of  the Tran-
sylvanian princes generally found approval in Is-
tanbul, and any efforts aimed at uniting the two 
parts of  the kingdom or at expanding the influ-
ence of  the Principality to a greater-than-desired 
extent were blocked by blackmail and by verbal 
or military threats. Gábor Báthori (1608–1613) 

and György Rákóczi II (1648–1660) came out 
the worse of  this political struggle, but Gábor 
Bethlen (1613–1629) and György Rákóczi I 
(1630–1648) succeeded in consolidating their 
power even in the face of  the Ottomans.  By 
transferring Lippa Castle in 1616, Gábor Beth-
len was first to pay the price of  support. György 
Rákóczi I, taking advantage of  the chaos in the 
Sultan’s court, for a while successfully resisted 
the demands of  the Ottoman Empire, which 
acknowledged the Prince’s campaign against the 
Poles in 1633, but received no armed or politi-
cal Ottoman support for his anti-Habsburg cam-
paign of  1644/1645.

Prince of  Transylvania Gábor Beth-
len launched military campaigns against the 
Habsburgs by taking advantage of  the conditions 
created by the Thirty Years War. In autumn 1619, 
with the Sultan’s permission, he set out, heading a 

20,000-strong army, to aid the Bohe-
mian–Moravian Protestants against 
the Habsburg regime. Defeating the 
tiny resistance, he occupied Upper 
and Lower Hungary and much of  
Transdanubia, and then united with 
the Bohemian–Moravian allies near 
Pozsony. Although the imperial 
military command feared an assault 
on Vienna, the 32,000-strong allied 
army, half  of  which were light cav-
alry, was not suited to a siege. 

Following a brief  truce, the Tran-
sylvanian army marched into the 
western frontier lands of  the Royal 
Hungary in late September 1620. 
It put Hainburg under siege and, 
joined by aristocratic and border-
fortress troops, captured Trans-
danubia. 

The fortunes of  war quickly 
turned round when Catholic League 

The wars of  the Principality  
of  Transylvania against the Habsburgs*

Wing signal of  the army of  the 
Transylvanian Principality

Flag awarded by Miklós Esterházy 
in memory of  the Battle  
of  Lakompa. Before the battle 
began, Miklós Esterházy sided 
with the Emperor during  
the uprising against the Kingdom 
of  Hungary led  
by Gábor Bethlen.
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Portrait of  Prince Gábor Bethlen of  Transylvania  
from 1620. Engraving by Lucas Kilian (1579–1637)  

of  Augsburg

Gábor Bethlen became Prince of  Transylvania in 
1613, at the age of  33. He was the first modern 
Hungarian ruler, whose subtle political intelligence 
rendered him capable of  breaking through the 
constraints of  the feudal state and building up 
a modern political system. He is credited with 
establishing independent and centralised princely 
authority, introducing an economic system 
based on higher output, concentrated increase 
of  treasury income and support for trade, and 
embarking on victorious military campaigns 
and treaties whose concessions safeguarded 
and consolidated Transylvania. His support for 
scholarship and the arts and his religious tolerance 
won the Principality wide respect.

Several times, in the wake of  military defeat, 
he sought refuge in Ottoman-held lands. His 
primary objectives were to preserve freedom 
of  religion and to strengthen and ensure the 
survival of  Transylvania, wedged between 
the Habsburg and Ottoman Empires, but 
his ultimate dream was the reunification 
of  Hungary. Appreciating that Hungary’s 
political unity had to start in Transylvania, 
he identified an opportunity afforded by 
the Thirty Years’ War which was raging in 
Europe, and three times took up arms on 
the anti-Habsburg side of  this struggle. He 
considered the main purpose of  his life the 
reunification of  Hungary.

 
Prince Gábor Bethlen of Transylvania*

Victory of  the Free Hajduks  
over the Ottomans at Tolna  
on 22 June 1599. Engraving  
by Johann Sibmacher, painter  
and engraver of  Nuremberg
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Obverse of  standard of  Prince Gábor 
Bethlen (reconstruction)

Gábor Bethlen’s embroidered pelisse

Gábor Bethlen was a stalwart member of  the 
Reformed Church, who stuck by his faith and his 
church, although he also respected and assisted 
people belonging to other denominations. He 
supported the translation of  the Bible by the 
Catholic György Káldi. He maintained a splendid 
court in Gyulafehérvár (Alba Iulia, Romania), 
which especially after his marriage to Katalin of  
Brandenburg became renowned far and wide. It 
was via this marriage that he became brother-in-
law to King Gustav Adolf  II of  Sweden, whose 
wife was Mary Eleonor.

Although he spent two-thirds of  his revenue 
on building the army in times of  war, Bethlen was 
able to increase the Principality’s economic and 
political power. He built schools, sent students to 
Western universities, invited famous Hungarian 
craftsmen, and supported the cause of  the 
Hungarian language. In doing so, he was fulfilling 
a vital need at that time, because as Károly Kós 
wrote in his book on Transylvania, Hungarian 

unity, after the kingdom was split into three, could 
only be preserved through unity of  language.

Gábor Bethlen was one of  the outstanding 
rulers of  the age, the embodiment of  the 
Hungarian political ideal, and an example to 
national leaders ever since.

Among his contemporaries were James VI 
and I (1603–1625), who established the personal 
union of  Scotland and England, Tsar Michael I 
(1613–1645), founder of  the Romanov dynasty, 
Gustav Adolf  II (1611–1632), the great military 
leader of  Sweden, King Christian IV (1588–1648), 
who ruled Denmark for more than half  a century, 
Louis XIII of  France (1610–1643), Philip IV of  
Spain (1621–1665) and Ferdinand II Habsburg, 
who ruled, after the death of  Matthias II, from 
1619 to 1637.

* Excerpt from Csaba Csörge and László Töll: Bethlen 
Gábor – Erdély aranya és Észak oroszlánja (Gábor Bethlen 
– Treasure of  Transylvania and Lion of  the North. MTA, 

Budapest, 2004) 

Hungarian became the official language in the 
Principality of  Transylvania. Accordingly, Bethlen 
founded a Hungarian-language Protestant 
college in Gyulafehérvár in 1620. Here, he gave 
scholarships to talented but largely impecunious 
youth, supported scholars, and refurbished 
the princely seat. He also took an even-handed 
approach to the four religions and three nations: 
the Székely, the Saxons and the Hungarian 
nobles, and the special traditions, privileges and 
community development of  Hajduks, Orthodox 
Wallachians, Jews and refugee Anabaptists. He 
demanded from them soldiers, taxes, service and 
loyalty, but granted them security, freedom of  
conscience and religion, land, and protection for 
their identity and property.

His political perspicuity brought him good 
relations with great rulers, including a friend-
ship and ultimately family ties with King Gustav 
Adolf  of  Sweden.

Gábor Bethlen of  Iktár is a name well known 
to every Hungarian, a man respected as the great-
est Prince of  Transylvania: a far-seeing politician, 

a sophisticated patron of  the arts, and a judicious 
statesman. Adherents of  the Reformed Church 
regard him as a hero of  their faith, whose ex-
emplary tolerance also won him the respect of  
other denominations. Less well known is that the 
great character whose memory lives among us 
was formed by a life of  adventure and ordeal.

His warrior life, lived in constant peril, fol-
lowed a family tradition. The Bethlen family’s an-
cestors can be traced to the mid-13th century, and 
nearly all of  them served their king and country 
as soldiers. One such was Gábor’s grandfather, 
also Gábor, who fought on the field of  Mohács; 
his father Farkas also drew his sword against the 
Ottoman conquerors. Although his valiant fa-
ther’s estates in Hungary fell to the Ottomans, 
his merits in the struggle against them were rec-
ognised by István Báthori (1533–1586), Prince of  
Transylvania and King of  Poland in the form of  
the border estate of  Marosillye (Ilia, Romania). 
This became the new home of  the family. Farkas 
Bethlen’s wife Druzsina Lázár was the daughter 
of  a prominent Székely family, and her relatives 
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in Transylvania to be beyond conception. In this 
mood of  general despair, Sigismund Báthori’s 
return at the head of  an army of  Turkish auxilia-
ries aroused some hope. Basta withdrew without 
a fight, but Sigismund’s Turks took over where 
the Walloons had left off. Seeing what he had set 
off, the Prince broke down and departed Tran-
sylvania for the last time. The Transylvanians, left 
to themselves, sent an army to meet the imperial 

general, who immediately returned, but were de-
feated at Tövis (Teiuş, Romania) on 2 July 1602. 
The young Bethlen fought in this battle against 
Basta alongside Mózes Székely (1553–1603),  
one of  the most experienced and distinguished 
Transylvanian commanders, who had started his 
career under István Báthori. These two men, des- 
pite their difference in age, were joined by the 
bonds of  friendship and identity of  political out-

were also renowned as brave warriors. The fruit 
of  the marriage of  these two nobles was the later 
Prince Gábor and, in 1582, his brother István. 
The two Bethlen boys spent their first ten years 
of  life in Marosillye, growing up among soldiers, 
in frontier territory. They were therefore born 
into combat and the ideal of  heroism, an ideal 
embodied by their father. Farkas Bethlen passed 
from earthly life at the age of  60, in 1590, and 
the fickle Sigismund Báthori (1572–1613) took 
the estate away from the two boys, requiring 
them to move with their mother to Szárhegy 
(Lăzarea, Romania) to their uncle András Lázár, 
királybíró (iudex regius, “royal judge”). Their host 
was a member of  the Reformed Church, and 
a soldier who was constantly in battle – indeed 
he ultimately fell in combat in 1597 – but paid 
little attention to their education other than the 
military arts. When Druzsina Lázár died, soon 
after her husband, young Gábor wished for no 
more of  his uncle’s hospitality and took his af-
fairs into his own hands. At his request, his rela-
tive Stephen Bocskai (1557–1606) recommended 
him and his brother to be admitted as pages to 
the court of  Sigismund Báthori, where the world 
soon opened up for the two youths. This was a 
formative period for them, learning the basics of  
diplomacy and the art of  war, the rules of  court 
life, and the intricate rituals of  etiquette. The 
next ten years was one of  Transylvania’s murki-
est periods, the rule of  a man of  wayward habits, 
the eccentric tyrant Sigismund Báthori. Transyl-
vania entered the “Long War” (1591–1606) on 
the Habsburg side after Báthori had effectively 
exterminated the “Turkish Party”, i.e. the Tran-
sylvania magnates who favoured neutrality. The 
young Bethlen was present in many battles of  the 
fifteen-year war, almost certainly in the Prince’s 
guard. 

As the fortunes of  war swayed one way and 
the other, Báthori several times abdicated the 
throne in favour of  the Emperor, only to make 
a sudden return, causing political chaos. Bethlen 
saw for himself  the labyrinth of  grand political 
affairs when he accompanied Bocskai to Prague 
in 1597 to negotiate handing over Transylvania 
to the Emperor. 

In reward for his loyalty and accomplished 
service, Bethlen was returned his father’s estates 
in 1599, and was no longer an impecunious court 
page. 

Despite having promised the throne to the 
Habsburg ruler, Sigismund Báthori ultimately 
left it to his cousin András Báthori, prompting 
Emperor Rudolf  (1552–1612), suspecting treas-
ury, to make an armed intervention. His agents 
were Michael the Brave (1557–1601), Voivode 
of  Wallachia and Giorgio Basta, imperial general. 
Michael had led major campaigns against the 
Ottomans in the Long War, and since the new 
Prince was prepared to come to terms with the 
Ottomans, his power was under serious threat. 
As Rudolf ’s agent, he dealt a serious defeat to 
András Báthori’s army at the Battle of  Sellenberk 
(Şelimbăr) in October 1599, where Gábor Beth-
len also fought and was seriously wounded. He 
had not abandoned his family’s patrons, the Bá-
thoris. András Báthori was killed after the battle, 
and Michael the Brave ruled the country as royal 
governor for nearly a year. His actions earned him 
the ire of  the Transylvania nobility, who called 
on the assistance of  Giorgio Basta, the Captain 
General of  Upper Hungary. Basta was already 
on bad terms with Michael, and seized the op-
portunity. In September 1600, he forced Michael 
into battle at Miriszló (Mirăslău, Romania) and 
destroyed his army. Transylvania was ravaged 
variously by Basta’s mercenaries, by roving bands 
of  Hajduks and by Turkish raiders, all commit-
ting terrible atrocities as they pillaged and looted 
their way through the land. The power vacuum 
again aroused the interest of  Sigismund Báthori, 
who made a return and took back the throne of  
Transylvania in February 1601. This immedi-
ately provoked a reaction from the Prague court. 
Basta reassembled his army and was sent to 
Transylvania together with Michael, who had re-
gained the Emperor’s favour. In August, Báthori 
lost the Battle of  Goroszló and left the country. 
Two weeks later, Basta’s Walloon officers assas-
sinated Michael the Brave. Transylvania was now 
firmly under imperial control. Contemporary 
witnesses, hardened as they were to the horrors 
of  war, found the acts of  the Emperor’s soldiers 

Giorgo Basta (1550–1607)
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of  mind, a Hungarian noble in constant and un-
flinching struggle.

Transylvania’s vale of  tears, the Long War, also 
ravaged Hungary. Its coffers drained by the wars, 
the imperial court tried unorthodox ways of  
getting money. It tried Hungarian magnates on 
trumped-up charges of  treason, executed them, 
and confiscated their property. István Bocskai 
was marked out as such a victim. Bethlen at-
tempted to win him over as leader of  an uprising 
against the Habsburgs. Bocskai had long been 
suspicious in the eyes of  the Captain-General of  
Upper Hungary, Count Belgiojoso, and Bethlen 
provided the evidence he needed. A raid by Bel-
giojoso’s men found documents left behind by 
the fleeing Bethlen, among them letters written 
to Bocskai. Bocskai now had no choice, and un-
dertook open rebellion. The history of  the Bocs-
kai War of  Independence is now part of  Hun-
garian national mythology. It is Gábor Bethlen, 
however, who deserves much of  the credit for 
the main incidents in the story – Bocskai’s recog-
nition by the Ottomans and his election as Prince 
of  Hungary and Transylvania. Bocskai appointed 
his former poor relation as general and counsel-
lor, and showed his gratitude by the grant of  
enormous estates. The Prince’s sudden death on 
29 December 1606 put his followers in a difficult 
corner. Although he had made a will nominating 
Gábor Báthori (1589–1613) as his successor, the 
Transylvanian estates elected Sigismund Rákóczi 
(1544–1608) as Prince of  Transylvania on 9 Feb-
ruary 1607. Bethlen remained loyal to the young 
Báthori, and two years later succeeded in forcing 
the ageing and incapable Rákóczi to abdicate. 

Bethlen’s support for the election of  the 
young Báthori as Prince of  Transylvania was 
probably the biggest error of  his life. Had loy-
alty to the family which had raised him up let 
him be deceived, or did he harbour real hope for 
this charming young man? It is difficult now to 
find an explanation. Transylvania and Bethlen 
himself  were to pay a high price for the govern-
ment of  the new Prince. After his investiture on 
7 March 1608, Báthori started to become crazed 
with power, and his whole reign was marked by 
forcing through unrealistic political plans, levying 

oppressive taxes and ruthlessly violating ancient 
privileges. His private life was scandalous and 
provocative. He drank heavily, and regarded the 
wives of  his followers as legitimate prey. Within 
a few years he succeeded in making everybody 
hate him. His own men plotted against him, but 
the assassination attempt failed and was followed 
by capricious and lawless tyranny. He had many 
magnates executed without trial for their estates, 
and enormous, profligate entertainments fol-
lowed one after another. He plunged Transylva-
nia into turmoil.

All this was in stark contrast to Bethlen’s  
sober, honourable, judicious approach to states-
manship. It became clear that this veteran of  so 
many battles was unsuited to the role of  courtier. 
The deeds and lifestyle of  the Prince so much  
alienated him from his former friend that to-
wards the end of  his reign Báthori made an open 
attempt on Bethlen’s life. Once again, Gábor 
Bethlen was forced to seek refuge among the 
Turks. The Porte was considering the removal 
of  the unreliable Báthori, and finally made up its 
mind upon learning that the Prince, now fearing 
for his position, was in league with the Habsburg 
monarch Matthias I (Matthias II of  Hungary, 
1557–1619), to whom he offered Transylvania 
itself. Báthori’s actions augured the return of  the 
terror Transylvania had suffered at the hands of  
Giorgio Basta, and were seen by the Porte simply 
as treason, regarding the authority of  the Prince 
of  Transylvania as subject to its approval. Dur-
ing his stay in Ottoman lands, Bethlen made use 
of  all of  his contacts to remove Báthori. Since 
he had many supporters and friends among the 
Sultan’s state machinery, there was no doubt as to 
whom the Turks would support. The aid offered 
by the Sultan was more than symbolic. He put a 
large army at his protégé’s disposal, and ordered 
two Romanian voivodes to lend their support. 
The 80,000-strong army soon decided affairs in 
Transylvania. The commander-in-chief, Skander 
Pasha, called the Diet in Kolozsvár (Cluj-Na-
poca, Romania), and ordered it to depose Bá-
thori and elect Gábor Bethlen as Prince of  Tran-
sylvania, which was done on 23 October 1613. 
Four days later, the fleeing Báthori was killed by 

look. Both were convinced that Turkish influence 
was the lesser of  two evils, because the already-
tottering eastern conquerors hardly interfered 
in Transylvania’s internal affairs. The Emperor’s 
power and his attitude to Transylvania had been 
made palpable by Basta’s Walloons. They could 
not defend the country against anyone, but could 
certainly ravage it. In the name of  defending the 
Catholic faith, the Emperor’s general had acted 
so brutally that the Protestant Transylvanians, in-
cluding Bethlen, finally turned their backs on the 
Emperor. It was these apocalyptic events which 
explain Bethlen’s much-mentioned and misun-
derstood “friendliness with the Turks”. Given 
these events, it is understandable why he sought 
refuge in Ottoman lands following the defeat. 
It was naturally not in the interests of  the Porte 
for Transylvania to espouse loyalty allegiance to 
the Emperor, and so it supported the election of  
Mózes Székely as Prince of  Transylvania and his 
struggle against Giorgio Basta. The nobles raised 
their flag against the Emperor again in April 1603 
under Mózes Székely and, reinforced by Turk-
ish auxiliaries, set Basta’s mercenaries to flight. 
Székely took up the title of  Prince of  Transyl-
vania on 8 May. That ray of  hope, too, was soon 
extinguished. The looting of  the Turkish soldiers 

alienated the people from their new ruler. The 
new Voivode of  Wallachia, Radu Serban, was at 
the time engaged in a struggle against the Otto-
mans, and had no wish for an Ottoman-friendly 
Transylvania at his back. Taking advantage of  
this opportunity, he led his army against Mózes 
Székely, joined by large numbers of  Székely sol-
diers. The new Prince was defeated in a battle 
near Brassó (Braşov) on 17 July, and was him-
self  killed. Bethlen once again stayed by the side 
of  his old friend, but through courage and good 
luck, escaped with his life. The times of  terror 
returned, Basta invaded again, and Bethlen and 
his comrades again had to seek refuge in Otto-
man territory. That was when the young Bethlen 
matured into a commander. Through his intel-
lectual capacity, negotiating skills, command of  
languages, patience, prudence and political ver-
satility, he was already a seasoned leader, despite 
his youth. When the Ottomans set as a condi-
tion of  their support that the émigrés choose a 
prince from among themselves, they nominated 
Bethlen. There were some who opposed him, 
however, and he withdrew in order to maintain 
the unity of  the émigrés. An unusually wise step 
for someone with power in his grasp. His excel-
lent political sense told him that this was not his 
time. He had to wait for his opponents to fall 
off  the political stage, and until then, he consid-
ered it more important to maintain the unity of  
the movement and to work towards an improve-
ment his country’s affairs, rather than to pursue 
personal ambition into the quagmire of  princely 
power. Whence came the political wisdom of  
this man of  23 years? From direct experience: 
he had seen with his own eyes the chaotic writh-
ings of  a prince driven to the point of  madness. 
Dispossessed and orphaned, he had had to take 
up service with others, and had joined in many 
battles when still a child. His story was recorded 
in the scars which covered his body. These were 
perilous times, with friends and enemies falling 
all around him, and in the internal strife he him-
self  had often been crossed by the shadow of  
death. For some he was a respected warrior, for 
others, a fugitive taking succour from pagans. 
Through all this, Gábor Bethlen remained sound 

Mózes Székely  
by sculptor Csaba Sánta (of  Szováta).
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of  mind, a Hungarian noble in constant and un-
flinching struggle.

Transylvania’s vale of  tears, the Long War, also 
ravaged Hungary. Its coffers drained by the wars, 
the imperial court tried unorthodox ways of  
getting money. It tried Hungarian magnates on 
trumped-up charges of  treason, executed them, 
and confiscated their property. István Bocskai 
was marked out as such a victim. Bethlen at-
tempted to win him over as leader of  an uprising 
against the Habsburgs. Bocskai had long been 
suspicious in the eyes of  the Captain-General of  
Upper Hungary, Count Belgiojoso, and Bethlen 
provided the evidence he needed. A raid by Bel-
giojoso’s men found documents left behind by 
the fleeing Bethlen, among them letters written 
to Bocskai. Bocskai now had no choice, and un-
dertook open rebellion. The history of  the Bocs-
kai War of  Independence is now part of  Hun-
garian national mythology. It is Gábor Bethlen, 
however, who deserves much of  the credit for 
the main incidents in the story – Bocskai’s recog-
nition by the Ottomans and his election as Prince 
of  Hungary and Transylvania. Bocskai appointed 
his former poor relation as general and counsel-
lor, and showed his gratitude by the grant of  
enormous estates. The Prince’s sudden death on 
29 December 1606 put his followers in a difficult 
corner. Although he had made a will nominating 
Gábor Báthori (1589–1613) as his successor, the 
Transylvanian estates elected Sigismund Rákóczi 
(1544–1608) as Prince of  Transylvania on 9 Feb-
ruary 1607. Bethlen remained loyal to the young 
Báthori, and two years later succeeded in forcing 
the ageing and incapable Rákóczi to abdicate. 

Bethlen’s support for the election of  the 
young Báthori as Prince of  Transylvania was 
probably the biggest error of  his life. Had loy-
alty to the family which had raised him up let 
him be deceived, or did he harbour real hope for 
this charming young man? It is difficult now to 
find an explanation. Transylvania and Bethlen 
himself  were to pay a high price for the govern-
ment of  the new Prince. After his investiture on 
7 March 1608, Báthori started to become crazed 
with power, and his whole reign was marked by 
forcing through unrealistic political plans, levying 

oppressive taxes and ruthlessly violating ancient 
privileges. His private life was scandalous and 
provocative. He drank heavily, and regarded the 
wives of  his followers as legitimate prey. Within 
a few years he succeeded in making everybody 
hate him. His own men plotted against him, but 
the assassination attempt failed and was followed 
by capricious and lawless tyranny. He had many 
magnates executed without trial for their estates, 
and enormous, profligate entertainments fol-
lowed one after another. He plunged Transylva-
nia into turmoil.

All this was in stark contrast to Bethlen’s  
sober, honourable, judicious approach to states-
manship. It became clear that this veteran of  so 
many battles was unsuited to the role of  courtier. 
The deeds and lifestyle of  the Prince so much  
alienated him from his former friend that to-
wards the end of  his reign Báthori made an open 
attempt on Bethlen’s life. Once again, Gábor 
Bethlen was forced to seek refuge among the 
Turks. The Porte was considering the removal 
of  the unreliable Báthori, and finally made up its 
mind upon learning that the Prince, now fearing 
for his position, was in league with the Habsburg 
monarch Matthias I (Matthias II of  Hungary, 
1557–1619), to whom he offered Transylvania 
itself. Báthori’s actions augured the return of  the 
terror Transylvania had suffered at the hands of  
Giorgio Basta, and were seen by the Porte simply 
as treason, regarding the authority of  the Prince 
of  Transylvania as subject to its approval. Dur-
ing his stay in Ottoman lands, Bethlen made use 
of  all of  his contacts to remove Báthori. Since 
he had many supporters and friends among the 
Sultan’s state machinery, there was no doubt as to 
whom the Turks would support. The aid offered 
by the Sultan was more than symbolic. He put a 
large army at his protégé’s disposal, and ordered 
two Romanian voivodes to lend their support. 
The 80,000-strong army soon decided affairs in 
Transylvania. The commander-in-chief, Skander 
Pasha, called the Diet in Kolozsvár (Cluj-Na-
poca, Romania), and ordered it to depose Bá-
thori and elect Gábor Bethlen as Prince of  Tran-
sylvania, which was done on 23 October 1613. 
Four days later, the fleeing Báthori was killed by 

look. Both were convinced that Turkish influence 
was the lesser of  two evils, because the already-
tottering eastern conquerors hardly interfered 
in Transylvania’s internal affairs. The Emperor’s 
power and his attitude to Transylvania had been 
made palpable by Basta’s Walloons. They could 
not defend the country against anyone, but could 
certainly ravage it. In the name of  defending the 
Catholic faith, the Emperor’s general had acted 
so brutally that the Protestant Transylvanians, in-
cluding Bethlen, finally turned their backs on the 
Emperor. It was these apocalyptic events which 
explain Bethlen’s much-mentioned and misun-
derstood “friendliness with the Turks”. Given 
these events, it is understandable why he sought 
refuge in Ottoman lands following the defeat. 
It was naturally not in the interests of  the Porte 
for Transylvania to espouse loyalty allegiance to 
the Emperor, and so it supported the election of  
Mózes Székely as Prince of  Transylvania and his 
struggle against Giorgio Basta. The nobles raised 
their flag against the Emperor again in April 1603 
under Mózes Székely and, reinforced by Turk-
ish auxiliaries, set Basta’s mercenaries to flight. 
Székely took up the title of  Prince of  Transyl-
vania on 8 May. That ray of  hope, too, was soon 
extinguished. The looting of  the Turkish soldiers 

alienated the people from their new ruler. The 
new Voivode of  Wallachia, Radu Serban, was at 
the time engaged in a struggle against the Otto-
mans, and had no wish for an Ottoman-friendly 
Transylvania at his back. Taking advantage of  
this opportunity, he led his army against Mózes 
Székely, joined by large numbers of  Székely sol-
diers. The new Prince was defeated in a battle 
near Brassó (Braşov) on 17 July, and was him-
self  killed. Bethlen once again stayed by the side 
of  his old friend, but through courage and good 
luck, escaped with his life. The times of  terror 
returned, Basta invaded again, and Bethlen and 
his comrades again had to seek refuge in Otto-
man territory. That was when the young Bethlen 
matured into a commander. Through his intel-
lectual capacity, negotiating skills, command of  
languages, patience, prudence and political ver-
satility, he was already a seasoned leader, despite 
his youth. When the Ottomans set as a condi-
tion of  their support that the émigrés choose a 
prince from among themselves, they nominated 
Bethlen. There were some who opposed him, 
however, and he withdrew in order to maintain 
the unity of  the émigrés. An unusually wise step 
for someone with power in his grasp. His excel-
lent political sense told him that this was not his 
time. He had to wait for his opponents to fall 
off  the political stage, and until then, he consid-
ered it more important to maintain the unity of  
the movement and to work towards an improve-
ment his country’s affairs, rather than to pursue 
personal ambition into the quagmire of  princely 
power. Whence came the political wisdom of  
this man of  23 years? From direct experience: 
he had seen with his own eyes the chaotic writh-
ings of  a prince driven to the point of  madness. 
Dispossessed and orphaned, he had had to take 
up service with others, and had joined in many 
battles when still a child. His story was recorded 
in the scars which covered his body. These were 
perilous times, with friends and enemies falling 
all around him, and in the internal strife he him-
self  had often been crossed by the shadow of  
death. For some he was a respected warrior, for 
others, a fugitive taking succour from pagans. 
Through all this, Gábor Bethlen remained sound 
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Portrait of  Prince György 
Rákóczi of  Transylvania 
(1621–1660) 

elected Bethlen Prince of  Hungary on 8 January 
1620. Bethlen adroitly made an alliance with Fre-
derick of  Phalz, signed a truce with Ferdinand 
II Habsburg (1578–1637) and retreated to Kassa 
(Košice, Slovakia). Such was Bethlen’s standing 
by this time that the Diet of  Besztercebánya 
(Banská Bistrica, Slovakia) elected him king on 
25 August 1620. It was his greatest dream, but 
he declined nonetheless; the conditions of  the 
coronation diploma made very clear it would 
have been a merely nominal office. In the mean-
time, the scales tipped towards the Habsburgs in 
the Bohemian battleground when the Emperor 
dealt a decisive blow against the Bohemian es-
tates at the Battle of  Fehérhegy (‘White Hill’, Bílá 
Hora, now part of  Prague) on 8 November 1620. 
There followed dreadful reprisals, and waves of  
fleeing Bohemian Protestants came to Bethlen 
seeking refuge. Ferdinand II entered into peace 
talks with Bethlen, and the two rulers ultimately 
signed the Treaty of  Nikolsburg on 6 January 
1622, by which Ferdinand II recognised Tran-
sylvania’s independence. In 1623, Bethlen again 
took up arms against the Emperor, but achieved 
no real success, and in May 1624 signed the Sec-
ond Treaty of  Vienna, reinforcing the terms of  
the Treaty of  Nikolsburg. On 13 May 1622, he 
lost his wife and support Zsuzsanna Károlyi. 
Seeing the balance of  power, Bethlen made the 
unexpected move of  requesting the hand of  Fer-
dinand II’s daughter Cecilia Renata in 1624, hop-
ing for an alliance against the Ottomans. When 
he was refused, he sent his proxy suitors to the 
Lutheran Elector of  Brandenburg, George Wil-
liam. He asked the hand of  the Elector’s younger 
daughter Catherine of  Brandenburg (1604–
1649), whose elder sister Mary Eleanor married 
another monarch. That monarch was Gustav 
Adolf  II of  Sweden. The wedding, celebrated in 
pomp and splendour in Kassa on 2 March 1626, 
made the two men brothers-in-law, and the mili-
tary and political developments of  the time made 
them allies.

* Excerpt from Csaba Csörge and László Töll: Bethlen Gábor – 
Erdély aranya és Észak oroszlánja (Gábor Bethlen – Treasure of  

Transylvania and Lion of  the North. MTA, Budapest, 2004) 

The disputes over the throne following Bethlen’s 
death in 1629 led to György Rákóczi I, the greatest 
landowner in Upper Hungary and the comrade-in-
arms of  the deceased prince, becoming the next 
Prince of  Transylvania. He pursued a much more 
cautious foreign policy than his predecessor, and 
only yielded to the encouragement of  the Swedes, 
now the leaders of  the Protestant alliance, when 
Swedish forces penetrated Moravia in 1642 and 
occupied Olomouc Castle. Sweden and France 
offered Rákóczi 3000 infantry and 150,000 thalers 
in annual aid in return for his alliance (1643). 

In February 1644, György Rákóczi I set out 
from Transylvania with an army of  20,000, occu-
pied Upper Hungary and, in early April, reached 
the valley of  the Vág at Galgóc (Hlohovec, Slo-
vakia). Here he encountered, instead of  Swedish 
units, imperial-royal troops, because his allies had 
hurried home to defend their own country against 
an attack by the Danes. The 15,000 imperial-royal 
troops of  Field Marshal Johann Götz and Palatine 
Miklós Esterházy chased the Transylvanian army 
all the way to Kassa (Košice, Slovakia). They could 
not contend with the well-fortified city, and the 
Prince’s relief  army, together with the local peas-
antry, routed the besiegers.

Collaboration with Swedish forces did take 
place the next year when, close to the scene of  
the previous year’s defeat they combined with the 
cavalry of  Lennar Torstenson near Nagyszombat. 

Hajduks. A new era had begun in Transylvania. 
Bethlen’s election was not, as the legends have 
it, purely the result of  Turkish armed force. The 
land which had suffered so much had need of  a 
level-headed statesman with good connections, 
and the estates also saw him as a good choice. He 
chose his methods purely on the need to achieve 
a result, and put the utmost effort into preparing 
the way to get there.

The start of  his reign put an end to a quar-
ter of  a century of  bloodshed, during which 
more than a third of  the Transylvanian nobility 
had met violent deaths. Under his stewardship, 
Transylvania lived through its golden age in every 
respect. His power rested above all on the re-
sources available to him. He secured these partly 
through confiscation from traitors and partly by 
establishing a princely monopoly on the export 
of  many commodities, which the treasury then 
sold abroad at an enormous profit. He passed 
laws and decrees to regulate and collect taxes 
and, in line with the mercantilist philosophy of  
the time, favoured trade that provided cash rev-
enue. His great wealth permitted him to support 
the arts and learning. He invited famous scholars 
to Transylvania, and provided financial support 
for book publishing and scholars’ peregrination. 
Through his contacts, he attempted to have King 
Matthias’ Corvinas – the books from the famous 
library – brought back from Istanbul. Although 
he had never been taught, he had learned widely 
by his own efforts, and had an excellent know-
ledge of  Latin and Turkish. It says much of  him 
that he took his library everywhere, even on 
campaign. He founded two schools, in Kolozs-
vár (Cluj-Napoca, Romania) and Gyulafehérvár 
(Alba Iulia, Romania). As a devoted (but not big-
oted) Protestant, he did much for his church and 
its pastors, in exchange for which he demanded 
pure, exemplary life, observance of  the law, and 
loyalty. An interesting insight on his character is 
his esteem for the educational methods of  the 
Jesuits, so that he allowed them to run schools 
in his own capital city, despite their role in the 
vanguard of  the Counter-Reformation. 

Another cause close to his heart was the or-
ganisation and maintenance of  the army, on 

which he spared no expense. Gábor Bethlen 
clearly saw that a united and free Hungary was 
crucial to Transylvania’s independence. He also 
knew that this “independence” could only be re-
alised by acceptance of  Turkish supremacy, and 
maintaining and respecting relations with the 
Porte was an essential condition for preserving 
Transylvania. He had a vision of  a united Hun-
gary, and his foreign exploits were all aimed at at-
taining this. The primary instrument in all of  this 
was the army. He drew his main military strength 
from the Székely, the Hajduks and mercenaries 
experienced in Western warfare. 

The Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648) provided 
the opportunity for Transylvania and Bethlen 
to enter the international political arena. This 
bloody religious war also forged a bond between 
Bethlen and King Gustav Adolf  II. One cause 
of  the Thirty Years’ War was the Catholic-Prot-
estant conflict dividing the whole of  Europe, 
the other was resistance to the hegemony of  the 
Habsburg Empire. Interwoven with these were 
a thousand other state, dynastic or personal in-
terests, and nearly every European country was 
drawn into the fray. The Prince of  Transylvania 
also recognised that the time had come to break 
the strength of  what he considered his main  
enemy, the Habsburgs. His hopes were boosted 
by an offer by the Bohemians to make him their 
king if  he was elected king of  Hungary. This was 
a distant goal, and when the Bohemian estates 
chose Elector Frederick V of  Phalz as their king, 
Bethlen acknowledged the fact with some bitter-
ness. He overcame his disappointment, however, 
and on 26 August 1619 set off  with 30,000 sol-
diers to aid Bohemia. On his way, he captured 
a large proportion of  the towns in Upper Hun-
gary, taking care to present himself  as a defender 
of  the Protestant faith and liberator rather than 
a conqueror. On 14 October, he captured Po- 
zsony (Bratislava) and he and his allies surround-
ed Vienna. Unfortunately, an attack from Poland 
threatening to cut him off  from Transylvania 
forced him to withdraw. Although it turned out 
to pose him no danger, Vienna was relieved, and 
the Bohemians were left to themselves. The Hun-
garian Diet had by that time sat in Pozsony, and 



281 THE MILITARY HISTORY OF HUNGARY:  1526–1697280FOR THE HOMELAND UNTO DEATH  – 1100 YEARS

Portrait of  Prince György 
Rákóczi of  Transylvania 
(1621–1660) 

elected Bethlen Prince of  Hungary on 8 January 
1620. Bethlen adroitly made an alliance with Fre-
derick of  Phalz, signed a truce with Ferdinand 
II Habsburg (1578–1637) and retreated to Kassa 
(Košice, Slovakia). Such was Bethlen’s standing 
by this time that the Diet of  Besztercebánya 
(Banská Bistrica, Slovakia) elected him king on 
25 August 1620. It was his greatest dream, but 
he declined nonetheless; the conditions of  the 
coronation diploma made very clear it would 
have been a merely nominal office. In the mean-
time, the scales tipped towards the Habsburgs in 
the Bohemian battleground when the Emperor 
dealt a decisive blow against the Bohemian es-
tates at the Battle of  Fehérhegy (‘White Hill’, Bílá 
Hora, now part of  Prague) on 8 November 1620. 
There followed dreadful reprisals, and waves of  
fleeing Bohemian Protestants came to Bethlen 
seeking refuge. Ferdinand II entered into peace 
talks with Bethlen, and the two rulers ultimately 
signed the Treaty of  Nikolsburg on 6 January 
1622, by which Ferdinand II recognised Tran-
sylvania’s independence. In 1623, Bethlen again 
took up arms against the Emperor, but achieved 
no real success, and in May 1624 signed the Sec-
ond Treaty of  Vienna, reinforcing the terms of  
the Treaty of  Nikolsburg. On 13 May 1622, he 
lost his wife and support Zsuzsanna Károlyi. 
Seeing the balance of  power, Bethlen made the 
unexpected move of  requesting the hand of  Fer-
dinand II’s daughter Cecilia Renata in 1624, hop-
ing for an alliance against the Ottomans. When 
he was refused, he sent his proxy suitors to the 
Lutheran Elector of  Brandenburg, George Wil-
liam. He asked the hand of  the Elector’s younger 
daughter Catherine of  Brandenburg (1604–
1649), whose elder sister Mary Eleanor married 
another monarch. That monarch was Gustav 
Adolf  II of  Sweden. The wedding, celebrated in 
pomp and splendour in Kassa on 2 March 1626, 
made the two men brothers-in-law, and the mili-
tary and political developments of  the time made 
them allies.

* Excerpt from Csaba Csörge and László Töll: Bethlen Gábor – 
Erdély aranya és Észak oroszlánja (Gábor Bethlen – Treasure of  

Transylvania and Lion of  the North. MTA, Budapest, 2004) 

The disputes over the throne following Bethlen’s 
death in 1629 led to György Rákóczi I, the greatest 
landowner in Upper Hungary and the comrade-in-
arms of  the deceased prince, becoming the next 
Prince of  Transylvania. He pursued a much more 
cautious foreign policy than his predecessor, and 
only yielded to the encouragement of  the Swedes, 
now the leaders of  the Protestant alliance, when 
Swedish forces penetrated Moravia in 1642 and 
occupied Olomouc Castle. Sweden and France 
offered Rákóczi 3000 infantry and 150,000 thalers 
in annual aid in return for his alliance (1643). 

In February 1644, György Rákóczi I set out 
from Transylvania with an army of  20,000, occu-
pied Upper Hungary and, in early April, reached 
the valley of  the Vág at Galgóc (Hlohovec, Slo-
vakia). Here he encountered, instead of  Swedish 
units, imperial-royal troops, because his allies had 
hurried home to defend their own country against 
an attack by the Danes. The 15,000 imperial-royal 
troops of  Field Marshal Johann Götz and Palatine 
Miklós Esterházy chased the Transylvanian army 
all the way to Kassa (Košice, Slovakia). They could 
not contend with the well-fortified city, and the 
Prince’s relief  army, together with the local peas-
antry, routed the besiegers.

Collaboration with Swedish forces did take 
place the next year when, close to the scene of  
the previous year’s defeat they combined with the 
cavalry of  Lennar Torstenson near Nagyszombat. 

Hajduks. A new era had begun in Transylvania. 
Bethlen’s election was not, as the legends have 
it, purely the result of  Turkish armed force. The 
land which had suffered so much had need of  a 
level-headed statesman with good connections, 
and the estates also saw him as a good choice. He 
chose his methods purely on the need to achieve 
a result, and put the utmost effort into preparing 
the way to get there.

The start of  his reign put an end to a quar-
ter of  a century of  bloodshed, during which 
more than a third of  the Transylvanian nobility 
had met violent deaths. Under his stewardship, 
Transylvania lived through its golden age in every 
respect. His power rested above all on the re-
sources available to him. He secured these partly 
through confiscation from traitors and partly by 
establishing a princely monopoly on the export 
of  many commodities, which the treasury then 
sold abroad at an enormous profit. He passed 
laws and decrees to regulate and collect taxes 
and, in line with the mercantilist philosophy of  
the time, favoured trade that provided cash rev-
enue. His great wealth permitted him to support 
the arts and learning. He invited famous scholars 
to Transylvania, and provided financial support 
for book publishing and scholars’ peregrination. 
Through his contacts, he attempted to have King 
Matthias’ Corvinas – the books from the famous 
library – brought back from Istanbul. Although 
he had never been taught, he had learned widely 
by his own efforts, and had an excellent know-
ledge of  Latin and Turkish. It says much of  him 
that he took his library everywhere, even on 
campaign. He founded two schools, in Kolozs-
vár (Cluj-Napoca, Romania) and Gyulafehérvár 
(Alba Iulia, Romania). As a devoted (but not big-
oted) Protestant, he did much for his church and 
its pastors, in exchange for which he demanded 
pure, exemplary life, observance of  the law, and 
loyalty. An interesting insight on his character is 
his esteem for the educational methods of  the 
Jesuits, so that he allowed them to run schools 
in his own capital city, despite their role in the 
vanguard of  the Counter-Reformation. 

Another cause close to his heart was the or-
ganisation and maintenance of  the army, on 

which he spared no expense. Gábor Bethlen 
clearly saw that a united and free Hungary was 
crucial to Transylvania’s independence. He also 
knew that this “independence” could only be re-
alised by acceptance of  Turkish supremacy, and 
maintaining and respecting relations with the 
Porte was an essential condition for preserving 
Transylvania. He had a vision of  a united Hun-
gary, and his foreign exploits were all aimed at at-
taining this. The primary instrument in all of  this 
was the army. He drew his main military strength 
from the Székely, the Hajduks and mercenaries 
experienced in Western warfare. 

The Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648) provided 
the opportunity for Transylvania and Bethlen 
to enter the international political arena. This 
bloody religious war also forged a bond between 
Bethlen and King Gustav Adolf  II. One cause 
of  the Thirty Years’ War was the Catholic-Prot-
estant conflict dividing the whole of  Europe, 
the other was resistance to the hegemony of  the 
Habsburg Empire. Interwoven with these were 
a thousand other state, dynastic or personal in-
terests, and nearly every European country was 
drawn into the fray. The Prince of  Transylvania 
also recognised that the time had come to break 
the strength of  what he considered his main  
enemy, the Habsburgs. His hopes were boosted 
by an offer by the Bohemians to make him their 
king if  he was elected king of  Hungary. This was 
a distant goal, and when the Bohemian estates 
chose Elector Frederick V of  Phalz as their king, 
Bethlen acknowledged the fact with some bitter-
ness. He overcame his disappointment, however, 
and on 26 August 1619 set off  with 30,000 sol-
diers to aid Bohemia. On his way, he captured 
a large proportion of  the towns in Upper Hun-
gary, taking care to present himself  as a defender 
of  the Protestant faith and liberator rather than 
a conqueror. On 14 October, he captured Po- 
zsony (Bratislava) and he and his allies surround-
ed Vienna. Unfortunately, an attack from Poland 
threatening to cut him off  from Transylvania 
forced him to withdraw. Although it turned out 
to pose him no danger, Vienna was relieved, and 
the Bohemians were left to themselves. The Hun-
garian Diet had by that time sat in Pozsony, and 
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the scene, and one month later, the Cos-
sack forces also abandoned their allies. The 
new Habsburg monarch, Leopold I, sent 
forces to the aid of  King John Casimir of  
Poland. In his straitened position, Rákóczi 
was forced to make peace on humiliating 
terms, and the greater part of  his army, 
making its way home, was surrounded and 
taken prisoner by Tartars incited by the 
Ottomans. 

György Rákóczi II had made a poor as-
sessment of  power relations in North Eur-
ope, and failed to get the Porte’s approval 
for the campaign. The Ottoman court also 
took a dim view of  their vassal principal-
ity expanding its power into the other vas-
sal states of  Moldova and Wallachia, the 
very territory that Istanbul regarded as its 
breadbasket. 

The Porte severely punished Transylvania for 
its prince’s disobedience. It sent Tartar forces 
into the Principality and had the estates elect a 
new ruler, Ferenc Rhédey. Istanbul thought it 
had wrapped things up, but Rákóczi regained 
the princely power in early 1658. He defeated an 
army sent by Seydi Ahmed, but could not with-
stand the onslaught of  the 50,000-strong army 
of  Grand Vizier Koprolu Mehmed. As the Tar-
tar forces were pillaging their way through the 
interior of  Transylvania, the main Turkish army 
captured many of  the south-western border fort-
resses. The Grand Vizier then gave Ákos Barcsay 
the princely power.

Transylvania might have avoided further 
bloodshed, but György Rákóczi II seized power 
again in September 1659, even turning to  
Emperor-King Leopold I for assistance. He re-
mained without support, however, and suffered 
a defeat at Szászfenes (Floreşti), near Kolozsvár 
(Cluj-Napoca) at the hands of  an Ottoman army 
with several-fold numerical supremacy. He died a 
few days later, of  wounds incurred in the battle. 
The Turkish army then besieged the key to Tran-
sylvania, Várad, whose garrison of  no more than 
900 soldiers held out for 45 days.

Since the capture of  Várad by the Ottomans 
upset the balance of  political and military power 

in Hungary, Vienna intervened in the Tran-
sylvanian civil war. In summer 1661, the Aulic 
Military Council sent one of  the finest generals 
of  the time, Field Marshal Raimondo Montecuc-
coli with an army of  only 15,000. Although the 
imperial-royal forces invaded the north-west of  
Transylvania, they could not prevent the Otto-
mans from installing Mihály Apafi as Prince of  
Tranyslvania instead of  the Habsburgs’ choice, 
János Kemény.

The Transylvanian campaign of  the Habsburg 
army served as a good pretext for the ambitious 
Grand Vizier Koprulu Ahmed to launch a cam-
paign against Hungary. From his successes in 
Transylvania, he was convinced of  the Habsburg 

György Rákóczi I marched to the Moravian border 
and detached some of  his soldiers to the siege of  
Brünn and raids into Austria. Since peace talks had 
already started with Ferdinand III (1637–1657), 
King of  Hungary and Holy Roman Emperor, 
these ventures were actually aimed at boosting his 
bargaining position, indeed he had already received 
a command from the Sultan not to pursue any fur-
ther military campaigns. 

György Rákóczi I had intended his campaigns 
against the Habsburgs in 1644 and 1645 to expand 
the power and territory of  Transylvania, as his 
predecessor had done, although he also had in 
mind the reinforcing of  the Rákóczi family’s rule 
in Upper Hungary. The peace treaty signed in 
Linz in 1645 returned to the Principality the seven 
counties held by Bethlen, and the family received 
an enormous grant of  land.

György Rákóczi II (1648–1660) 
made energetic attempts to 

expand the power of  his principality 
as soon as he was elected Prince 
of  Transylvania. Unlike his father, 
however, he turned his eye not on 
the parts of  Upper Hungary held by 
the King, but towards the east. He 
launched a campaign against Moldova 
in 1653 and one against Wallachia in 
1655. Then he forged an alliance with 
Bogdan Khmelnytsky, Cossack hetman 
in 1656. As an ally of  King Charles X of  
Sweden, he entered the war for control 
of  Baltic trade in the hope of  acquiring 
the Polish crown. 

In January 1657, as an ally of  the 
Swedes, Rákóczi invaded Poland with 
23,000 Transylvanian, Moldavian and 
Wallachian troops and a Cossack army 
of  20,000. After invading Krakow, he 
joined the Swedes and took Przemyśl 
before entering Warsaw. Then there was 
a fundamental turnaround in the strate-
gic situation.

Another Danish attack caused King 
Charles X of  Sweden to withdraw from 

War against the Ottomans  
in Transylvania and the Kingdom of  Hungary

Portrait of  Prince György Rákóczi 
of  Transylvania (1621–1660) 

György Rákóczi II’s mace (up) and 
mail shirt  (right)
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ternational aid was too late in coming – forces 
from the League of  the Rhine and imperial auxil-
iaries were, at best, still on their way to the Hun-
garian theatre of  operations.

   The panic aroused by the fall of  Érsekújvár 
relaxed somewhat in winter 1664 on hearing of  
the major campaign launched by a royal army un-
der Miklós Zrínyi and troops of  the League of  
the Rhine in the south of  Transdanubia. After 
taking several minor Turkish forts, the Chris-
tian forces burned the bridge of  Eszék (Osijek, 
Croatia), an essential link on the Ottoman sup-
ply route. The moral effect of  Zrínyi’s action 
was perhaps more significant than the military 
achievement, because he proved that the Turks 
could be beaten. The Christian forces were un-
able, however, to take advantage of  the confu-
sion among the Ottoman army and delayed in 
besieging strategically-important Kanizsa. Ko-
prulu Ahmed arrived with his army, relieved the 
castle, and marched in the direction of  Vienna 
up to the River Rába.

The main Ottoman and Christian armies 
eventually clashed at Szentgotthárd on 1 Au-
gust 1664. Forces led by Montecuccoli attacked 
the Ottoman units at a bend in the River Rába, 
just as they were crossing. It initially seemed that 
the Janissaries would repel 
the attack, but a charge at 
their flanks by forces of  the 
League of  the Rhine and the 
French auxiliaries disrupted 
their battle order. Seeing 
the losses and the frustrated 
crossing, the Grand Vizier 
abandoned any further ad-
vances and took his army, 
with its twofold numeri-
cal superiority, on a slow 
march north to Érsekújvár. 
Satisfied with the achieve-
ments of  the campaign, he 
declined to besiege Vienna 
and accepted the peace of-
fers of  the Habsburg court.

The treaty was signed in 
Vasvár without consulting 

the Hungarian political and military leaders, and 
evoked outrage among the Hungarians and the 
political rivals of  the Habsburgs. Some of  the 
leaders of  the Hungarian estates, somewhat op-
timistically, believed that the moment had come 
to drive the Ottomans out, and considered the 
compromise shameful.

In Vienna, the prevailing view was that the 
international situation and the available eco-
nomic and military resources did not permit a 
protracted war against the Ottomans. The ex-
periences of  the preceding months had revealed 
that the imperial-royal army’s system of  supply 
and mobilisation did not stand up in the compe-
tition with its enemy’s. The Christian forces had 
in fact won only a modest and partial victory at 
Szentgotthárd, and Montecuccoli’s army, shrunk 
to 20,000 men, had neither the strength nor the 
equipment for operations. The outcome of  the 
war was therefore a definite military and political 
gain for the Ottomans. New vilayets were organ-
ised centred on Várad and Érsekújvár, and the 
territorially reduced Transylvania was left in an 
even deeper state of  vassalage.

Empire’s military weakness and took the risk of  
a war on two fronts. In 1663, instead of  making 
the decisive conquest of  Venetian-held Crete, he 
set out for Hungary. The Grand Vizier had calcu-
lated well, because his hundred thousand-strong 
army was twice the size of  what his enemy could 
muster.

Aggravating the situation of  the Habsburg 
forces was the failure of  an attempt by Captain-
General Ádám Forgách of  Érsekújvár to disrupt 
the Ottoman army as they crossed the Danube at 
Párkány (Šturovo, Slovakia) opposite Esztergom.

Grand Vizier Koprulu decided to take 
Érsekújvár, instead of  the well-reinforced and 
equipped Győr. The 5000-strong garrison of  the 
fort withstood the artillery bombardment and as-
saults for 39 days, but in the hopeless situation 
were ultimately forced to surrender. There could 
be no question of  relieving the fort, because 
Field Marshal Montecuccoli’s ten thousand men 
were sufficient only to repulse the raiding Tar-
tars. Miklós Zrínyi, Ban of  Croatia, had the task 
of  tying down the local Turkish forces in Trans-
danubia with his 15,000-strong feudal army. In-

Várad (Varadinum; now Oradea, 
Romania) in the six-volume Civitates Orbis 

Terrarum (Cities of  the World).

View of  Érsekújvár (Nové 
Zámky, Slovakia) at the time 
of  the Turkish siege  
of  1663, on an engraving 
by Dutch engraver Gerard 
Bouttats  
(c. 1630–?).
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A detachment of  a few soldiers, the “lure” was 
sent close in, to draw the enemy towards the 
ambush, where most of  the raiding party were 
waiting. This was usually where the Hajduk light 
infantry, transported there in wagons, were pos-
itioned, raining the enemy with musket fire and 
then, if  necessary, engaging them in hand-to-
hand combat. There were some larger raiding 
parties which had sufficient strength to set up 
an ambush in several places, so as to mislead 

T he medieval Hungarian military organisa-
tion was going through changes even at 

the time of  Mohács, but the process speeded 
up with the construction of  the new border-
fortress system against the Ottomans, when 
the Hungarian military had to adapt to its 
border defence tasks and the composition of  
its enemy’s army. In consequence, the heavy 
cavalry had disappeared from the Hungarian 
military by mid-century, to be replaced by semi-
heavy cavalry and light cavalry. They wore light 
armour – only mail shirt, breastplate and helmet 
– and their principal weapons remained the 
lance, shield and sword, although firearms were 
becoming increasingly common – the pistol and 
the version of  the musket used by horsemen 
(archebusier).

The weak point of  the Hungarian military 
remained the infantry. Even before this period, 
most of  the heavily-armoured infantry was re-
cruited abroad. This “division of  labour” re-
mained, because if  necessary, infantry trained 
in heavy-armour tactics were detached to Hun-
gary from other parts of  the Habsburg Empire. 
There did emerge, however, a free mercenary 
class called the Hajduks, who provided the 
lightly-armed infantry.

The Hungarian military also adopted the 
changes to warfare which had taken place in the 
western half  of  Europe and are looked back on 
as revolutionary. Firearms were excellently suit-
ed for use by horsemen and infantry in border 
defence, so that by the second half  of  the 17th 
century the lance had completely disappeared 
from the arsenal of  Hungarian soldiers.

The strategic forts of  the border fortress sys-
tem made use of  the most advanced fortifica-
tion principles from the beginning, and other 
elements of  the defensive system (palisades and 
guard posts) were adapted to the border defence 
tasks and enemy tactics. The peace treaties with 

the Ottomans did not of  course mean complete 
cessation of  hostilities, but periods of  lesser at-
tacks and skirmishes. Neither great power could 
completely supply the forces stationed in the 
confines, and were obliged to turn a blind eye to 
their soldiers’ pillaging ventures and slave trade. 
In addition, part of  the remuneration of  their 
officers consisted of  estates on the enemy’s ter-
ritory, and income from these could be gath-
ered only by mounting raids. These rapid sur-
prise actions, known as “minor skirmishes” or 
“field work”, constituted almost the sole tactic 
of  Hungarian soldiers, who mostly comprised 
light cavalry.

The raids were not considered by the other 
side as violations of  the peace unless they in-
volved cannon. In the 16th century, the soldiers 
of  both sides regarded these “field jobs” as 
manly tests of  strength, and often called each 
other out to single combat, where the best 
swordsmen or lancemen tried out their strength 
and skill. Such duels were rarer in the follow-
ing century, but in autumn 1703, János Bottyán, 
still an imperial colonel, and the young Kuruc 
officer László Ocskay challenged each other to 
a pistol duel.

The size of  raiding units usually matched 
the operational objective, and if  necessary, they 
brought infantry with them on wagons. Some-
times the formation only had a few dozen, 
sometimes a few hundred soldiers, although 
Ádám Batthyány, Captain-General of  the bor-
der fortresses facing Kanizsa mobilised 2-3000 
troops for raids against the Turks in the 1630 
and 1640s.

Actions were often undertaken under the 
cover of  the night, making use of  an advance 
guard, flank and rearguard to cover the col-
umn, and reconnoitring scouts or trackers with 
local knowledge. One of  the most frequently-
employed military procedures was the ambush.  

Lagging or advancing  
– military transformation in Hungary in the 16th and 17th centuries

Portrait  
of  Ádám Batthyány 

Raimondo Montecuccoli (1608–1680),  
after an etching by Jacob von Sandrart (1630–1708)
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the enemy and in the end lure them into one of  
them. Other times, smaller detachments harried 
the usually slowly-moving regular army infantry 
units, by constant attacks and capture of  their 
supplies. This was the basic tactic employed 
by György Rákóczi I in his 1644/45 campaign, 
when he caused serious losses to the imperial-
royal troops and forced them to retreat.

After foreign troops were withdrawn from 
the country in the first half  of  the 17th century, 
and most of  the armed forces of  the Habsburg 
Empire were tied down in the theatres of  op-
eration of  the Thirty Years War, the number of  
border fortress soldiers paid by the monarch in 
the anti-Turkish confines decreased by a quar-
ter. The gap was filled by the armed forces of  
the Hungarian estates and the aristocrats. The 
chain of  border fortresses was already supple-
mented by 60-70 forts, palisades and residential 
castles on the land of  ecclesiastical and tem-
poral landowners, some of  which (Körmend, 
Kisvárda, Ónod and Tokaj) had royal garrisons, 
either permanently or on an occasional basis.

The magnates of  the kingdom kept substan-
tial private armies to defend their estates and 
forts. The largest armed force, some 3000 men, 
belonged to the Rákóczi family in Upper Hun-
gary, although the Zrínyis had similar armies in 
the Kingdom of  Croatia and Muraköz, as did 
the Batthyány and Nádasdy families in Trans-
danubia. Besides the armies of  the magnates 
there were other militias, such as troops of  the 
noble levée and the county troops also made 
considerable contributions to the garrisons of  
royal forts.

The constant state of  readiness demanded 
for border defence, the skirmishes with Turkish 
forces, the domestic civil wars and the increas-
ing requirement to raise troops speeded the 
country on the way to militarisation. The Long 
War at the turn of  the century gave particular 
impetus to this process, when the free merce-
nary class, generally called Hajduk, swelled to 
several tens of  thousands and the number of  
armed peasants also rose.

When the war came to an end, these armed 
groups became a serious social and political 

problem, which was addressed by settling them 
and putting them into service. István Bocskai 
carried out mass settlements in 1605/1606 with 
large groups of  Hajduks, soldiers and peasants 
on a spider’s web of  lands across a wide band 
of  the Hungarian defensive zones, giving them 
various privileges in exchange for military ser-
vice.

In the first half  of  the 17th century, most 
men under arms, some 30,000, were settled in 
the east of  the country with the consent of  
the Transylvanian princes and the King. The 
Hajduk settlements in Szabolcs County served 
the king under the command of  the Captain-
General of  Upper Hungary, and those in Bihar 
County the princes of  Transylvania.

In other parts of  the country, it was magnate 
clans who recruited and granted privileges to 
men of  arms. In the western part of  Transda-
nubia, the Batthyánys and the Nádasdys, and in 
Muraköz the Zrínyis, set up Hajduk and soldier-
peasant settlements.

In Royal Hungary, with a population of  
about three million, there were about a hundred 
thousand men who professionally or occasion-
ally served as soldiers of  some rank and status. 
The most highly trained were the professional 
soldiers of  the royal army, and field soldiers 
who had seen action on the battlegrounds of  
the Thirty Years War. The backbone of  the mili- 
tarised classes was the Hajduks and free mer-
cenaries. 

The defensive zone against the Ottomans in 
the 17th century basically lived up to its function. 
The forces on each side were closely balanced: 
some 25-30,000 troops, of  similar composition, 
were stationed in both the Christian and the 
Ottoman defensive zones. In the Kingdom of  
Hungary, nearly half  of  these were formations 
of  royal troops and the standing army, and the 
rest were militias of  the magnates and the coun-
ties.

The war against the Ottomans in 1663/1664 
proved that the military organisation based 
on the estates was inadequate for the military 
demands of  the time. It was difficult to mobi-
lise and its weapons and tactics were outdated. 

Miklós Zrínyi in the 1660s,  
after an etching by Jacob von Sandrart (1630–1708).
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MAP WITH THE BORDERS OF THE KINGDOM  
OF HUNGARY ON IT FROM 1664, THE YEAR OF THE 

PEACE OF VASVÁR. THE MAP IS DEDICATED TO JUDGE  
OF THE ROYAL COURT FERENC NÁDASDY (1625–1671),  

WHO HIMSELF SUPPORTED THE EXPULSION  
OF THE TURKS.
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taken up by Ferenc Rákóczi II and his govern-
ment in the modernisation of  his army. His 
book, Az török áfium ellen való orvosság (The True 
Remedy against the Turkish Poison) appeared 
in print in 1705. His literary work also stirred up 
support for the struggle with the Ottomans. His 
most famous poem, the epic Szigeti veszedelem 
(The Peril of  Sziget) commemorated the deeds 
of  his great grandfather, who died heroically in 
the defence of  Szigetvár castle.

Montecuccoli, as Chairman of  the Aulic Mili-
tary Council in the 1670s, made attempts to in-
tegrate the border-fortress and field troops into 
the standing army. The military laws passed to-
gether with tax reforms for finance of  the army 
ran into popular resistance, and in the east of  the 
country, where a civil war was in progress, could 
not be imposed at all. Some military reforms, 
such as the organisation of  garrison troops into 

more modern tactical units, did come into ef-
fect, resulting in the foundation of  three regular 
cavalry regiments.

The integration of  Hungarian troops into 
a standing army was accomplished during the 
Great Turkish War between 1683 and 1699.  The 
imperial-royal military leadership organised the 
majority of  the field and border-fortress troops 
into regiments and provided centralised supplies 
of  weapons, ammunition and victuals. These 
forces were called the Hungarian “national mi-
liz”, distinguishing them from the hussar and 
infantry regiments serving in the imperial stand-
ing army. In the final decade of  the century, 
troops from the Kingdom of  Hungary formed 
a substantial proportion of  the overall military 
strength of  the Habsburg Empire – almost 
one third, if  the 6-7000 deployed on the bat-
tlegrounds of  the Rhine and Italy are included.

There was a need to reorganise the military 
into a regularly-paid standing army. The propo-
nent of  military reform in Hungary was Miklós 
Zrínyi, Ban of  Croatia, but unlike the Aulic Mili-
tary Council, he envisaged this not as a merger 
with the standing army, but a Hungarian army 
which would stay under the control and lead-
ership of  the estates. Field Marshal Raimondo 
Montecuccoli represented the opinion of  the 
Military Council that the royal army had to be 
modernised as a single standing army without 
the involvement of  the estates.

Miklós Zrínyi (1620–1664) gained his mili-
tary experience in border skirmishes and on the 
battlefields of  the Thirty Years War, and so was 
well aware of  affairs at home and abroad. His 
military and political abilities were recognised 
in Vienna. He was one of  the most influential 
members of  the Hungarian military and politi-
cal elite, Ban of  Croatia, imperial-royal cham-
berlain and member of  the Privy Council. His 
writing on military affairs and his speeches to 
the Diet urged the modernisation of  the armed 
forces in Hungary. Zrínyi’s military ideas were 

Péter Zrínyi translated the epic  
“The Peril of Sziget” into Croatian.

The Battle of  Párkány  
(Treffen bey Barcan; now Šturovo,  
Slovakia) on 9 October 1683.  
After contemporary engraving,  
from the work of  Boethius Kriegeshelm 
(Nuremberg, 1636) 
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I n spring 1683, there was a mood in Istanbul 
that the time had come to capture the seat 

of  the “Viennese king”. The Habsburg monarch 
controlled only the western part of  the Kingdom 
of  Hungary, the rest being in possession of  Imre 
Thököly and Mihály Apafi I in Transylvania. The 
army of  the Grand Vizier, Mustafa Kara, had 
more than 80,000 men, and was supported by 
30,000 soldiers maintained by the magnates of  
Transylvania, Upper Hungary and Romania.

His enemy could not raise even half  this 
strength. Under Palatine Pál Eszterházy, the 
Hungarians mobilised some 12,000 troops, and 
the imperial government less than 30,000. A tal-
ented general, Duke Charles of  Lorraine, was put 
at the head of  the army. The rapid advance of  
the Ottoman army prompted Lorraine to con-
centrate his forces on the defence of  Vienna, so 
that the royal lands, apart from a few fortresses, 
surrendered to the Turkish-friendly Kuruc lead-
er, Prince Imre Thököly. 

The military and political situation took a dif-
ferent course than in 1663. Financial, economic 
and military reforms in the Habsburg Empire 
in the years since then had rendered it capable 
of  waging a protracted war, and it could also 
count on substantial military assistance. The Ot-
toman army made little of  its siege of  Vienna, 
and Polish, Bavarian, Saxon and Swabian contin-
gents swelled the Christian army to 70,000. On 
12 September, this force defeated the Ottoman 
invaders on the hill of  Kahlenberg in a battle that 
lasted for twelve hours.

Taking advantage of  this victory, the forces of  
King John Sobieski of  Poland and Duke Charles 
of  Lorraine advanced along the Danube and ef-
fected another strike against the Ottoman army, 
followed by the capture of  Esztergom Castle af-
ter a brief  siege.

In spring 1684, through the mediation of  
Pope Innocent XI, the Habsburg Empire, the 

Republic of  Venice and the Kingdom of  Poland 
formed an alliance against Ottomans. 

They soon launched offensives on three 
fronts: Moldavia, the south of  the Peloponnese, 
and the Kingdom of  Hungary. A total of  60,000 
Habsburg and German imperial troops advanced 
in three columns on the Hungarian theatre of  
operations. The main army was directed to-
wards Buda, the second army set out to tie down  
local Turkish forces in the south along the River 
Drava, and the third attempted to force back the 
rebel Kuruc army of  Imre Thököly in the north. 
Although the main army soon occupied the city 
of  Buda (19 July), the assaults on the castle were 
unsuccessful. Three and a half  months later, 
after the death of  23,000 soldiers, the imperial 
commanders abandoned the siege.

This serious failure made clear that Buda could 
only be taken after the capture of  the surround-
ing forts of  Érsekújvár, Székesfehérvár and Eger. 
In 1685, they cleared the strategic approaches to 

Portrait of  Grand Vizier Kara Mustapha  
(1634/35–1683)

Portrait of  Pál Esterházy (1635–1713),  
Palatine of  Hungary from 1681

Kuruc leader Imre Thököly (1657–
1705), Prince of  Upper Hungary 
between 1682 and 1685, and Prince 
of  Transylvania from 1690

 
Freeing the Kingdom  

of Hungary of Turkish occupation

The Christian armies defeated the Ottomans at the Battle of  Kahlenberg in 1683.  
In the foreground, King John Sobieski of  Poland draws his sword in combat with the Turks
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In the meantime, at the other side, Ötting 
was climbing the slope, investing the ruins 
among the determined fire of  the Turks, 
giving Spinola breathing space, with a decisive 
breakthrough reaching the houses near to 
the walls. The janissaries, firing everything 
into the air, as if  sensing the end, dragged 
every weapon they could to that spot. One 
side for their lives, the other for victory, both 
engaged in a ferocious struggle to the end of  
their strengths. Those who had been holding 
up Spinola now rushed to where the more 
immediate threat lay. Spinola now joined 
forces with Ötting, packing together the ranks 
and forcing the Turks backward, step by step, 
and commencing a new advance. The fallen 
troops were replaced by fresh waves, the fire 
not letting up for a moment. It was pressure 
that the Turks could not withstand, a vision 
of  impending destruction. Confusion spread 
among them, they fell on the open ground. 
Taking new courage from this, the attackers 
tore down the stakes, the spiked beams and 
all the other obstacles, and burst on to the 
main square. The reserves followed close 
behind, and soldiers invested every place. Too 
late, the Turks raised the white flags, some 

having fled to the houses opposite, 
under the castle, but most to the 
castle precincts. Few escaped with 
their lives. Armed and unarmed alike 
were cut down without distinction in 
the soldiers’ unrestrainable rage. The 
streets became rivers of  barbarian 
blood, the once-flourishing town 
defaced by dreadful butchery.

Charles of  Lorraine was 
observing all this from the corner 
turret, and sent Prince Commercy 
to the Emperor as the bearer of  
good news. He ordered Souches to 
restrain the troops from slaughter 
and looting, and to line them up in 
battle order within the town. Croy 
took control of  the market and the 
main points. As the orders were 
being given, a troop of  desperate 
janissaries assembled in Zsidó utca 
(Jews’ street) and, spurred on by 
the captain, went back into action, 
a clash that proved hard rather than 
long for their opponents: after firing 

their balls and thrusting with their lances, 
they ran towards the palace to avoid being 
encircled. Only the captain stood his ground, 
cursing his subordinates’ pusillanimous 
conduct, and, bleeding from many wounds, 
the brave leader died faithful to his calling.

After this band had been dispersed, the 
victors, advancing along streets broken 
up with trenches and ramparts, came up 
against new dangers. They had to fight for 
every cobblestone of  Buda. They broke the 
Fehérvár gate and a mass of  servants flooded 
in. They hounded their prey in all directions. 
The Turks broke out of  the palace. Some 
were killed, the rest forced to flee, their 
battle order breaking up, the generals having 
incautiously loosened up the ranks, giving 
way to the fleeing mob. 

This action was the Turks’ last effort. By 
this time every wall, fortification and street 
had been taken. The Turks, fiercely defending 
the palace, came under attack from behind 
led by Prince Croy. This was to the aid of  
the Bavarians, who had still not finished the 
intensive siege. They launched their assault 
somewhat later than the imperial forces, 
and lost 150 men at the first advance, which 

Buda, took Érsekújvár (29 September) and de-
feated the main Ottoman army besieging Esz-
tergom (16 August). In autumn, Imre Thököly’s 
principality collapsed and most of  his soldiers, 
some 17,000 men, went into royal service.

Next summer, more than 80,000 soldiers, in-
cluding 20,000 Hungarians and several thousand 
English, French, Dutch, Italian, Swedish, Scot-
tish and Spanish volunteers started the siege of  
Buda. The castle was defended by some 10,000 
men under the experienced Albanian-born sol-
dier Abdurrahman Pasha.

During the seventy-eight days of  the siege, the 
Holy League forces mounted three general as-
saults on the castle. The bloodiest was the second, 
on 27 July, when the Hungarian infantry under 
Vice-Captain-General of  Győr, János Esterházy 
mounted a diversionary attack on the east of  the 
castle to permit the Christian forces on the north 
and south sides to approach the castle walls. 

The final assault took place on 2 Septem-
ber. The imperial, Brandenburg and Hungarian 

soldiers in the north pressed into the castle at 
the Esztergom Rondella, the Bavarian forces in 
the south entered at Stephen’s Tower, and after 
a brief  battle occupied the former seat of  the 
Hungarian kings. According to tradition, Major 
János Fiáth of  the Győr border-fortress Hajduks 
first planted the royal flag on the Esztergom 
Rondella, and Bavarian Captain Martin Pech-
mann set the Elector’s flag on the ruins of  King 
Matthias’ palace on the south side.

After taking Buda, the allied command de-
cided that instead of  taking the Turkish forts in 
the interior of  the country, they would set out to 
take Belgrade, the gateway to the Balkans, pos-
session of  which would cut off  relief  and sup-
plies for the occupied forts, which would even-
tually surrender. In preparation for this, in the 
1687 campaign, they dealt another defeat to Ot-
toman forces at Nagyharsány and took the castle 
of  Eszék. In the Ottoman Empire, these defeats 
set off  a wave of  revolts that paralysed its war 
machine. 

From Mátyás Bél’s writings*

The recapture of  Buda

“They charged the ruins from both sides, with 
astonishing contempt for the death as it awaited 
them at every point. The greatest danger and 
endeavour fell to Spinola. The captain of  the 
castle himself, with the finest of  his remaining 
guard, was defending the rubble of  the gaping 
wall, imploring Mohamed with their usual 
shouts to aid them from above, inciting their 

own fervour, and mowing down the attacking 
lines with well-aimed volleys. Among the first 
to fall was Baron d’Asti with the finest of  
the volunteers, but this could not deter the 
Germans, who surged forward over the corpses 
of  their comrades, through the thick hail of  
musket balls. The losses only further aroused 
their fervour. The Turks bitterly resisted, and 
it seemed that such equally matched bravery 
would long keep the fortunes of  war equal on 
each side.

 
The recapture of  Buda  

and the expulsion of  the Turks

Charles of  Lorraine  
(1643–1690), commander  
of  the armies which liberated 
Hungary from the Ottomans
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into the air, as if  sensing the end, dragged 
every weapon they could to that spot. One 
side for their lives, the other for victory, both 
engaged in a ferocious struggle to the end of  
their strengths. Those who had been holding 
up Spinola now rushed to where the more 
immediate threat lay. Spinola now joined 
forces with Ötting, packing together the ranks 
and forcing the Turks backward, step by step, 
and commencing a new advance. The fallen 
troops were replaced by fresh waves, the fire 
not letting up for a moment. It was pressure 
that the Turks could not withstand, a vision 
of  impending destruction. Confusion spread 
among them, they fell on the open ground. 
Taking new courage from this, the attackers 
tore down the stakes, the spiked beams and 
all the other obstacles, and burst on to the 
main square. The reserves followed close 
behind, and soldiers invested every place. Too 
late, the Turks raised the white flags, some 

having fled to the houses opposite, 
under the castle, but most to the 
castle precincts. Few escaped with 
their lives. Armed and unarmed alike 
were cut down without distinction in 
the soldiers’ unrestrainable rage. The 
streets became rivers of  barbarian 
blood, the once-flourishing town 
defaced by dreadful butchery.

Charles of  Lorraine was 
observing all this from the corner 
turret, and sent Prince Commercy 
to the Emperor as the bearer of  
good news. He ordered Souches to 
restrain the troops from slaughter 
and looting, and to line them up in 
battle order within the town. Croy 
took control of  the market and the 
main points. As the orders were 
being given, a troop of  desperate 
janissaries assembled in Zsidó utca 
(Jews’ street) and, spurred on by 
the captain, went back into action, 
a clash that proved hard rather than 
long for their opponents: after firing 

their balls and thrusting with their lances, 
they ran towards the palace to avoid being 
encircled. Only the captain stood his ground, 
cursing his subordinates’ pusillanimous 
conduct, and, bleeding from many wounds, 
the brave leader died faithful to his calling.

After this band had been dispersed, the 
victors, advancing along streets broken 
up with trenches and ramparts, came up 
against new dangers. They had to fight for 
every cobblestone of  Buda. They broke the 
Fehérvár gate and a mass of  servants flooded 
in. They hounded their prey in all directions. 
The Turks broke out of  the palace. Some 
were killed, the rest forced to flee, their 
battle order breaking up, the generals having 
incautiously loosened up the ranks, giving 
way to the fleeing mob. 

This action was the Turks’ last effort. By 
this time every wall, fortification and street 
had been taken. The Turks, fiercely defending 
the palace, came under attack from behind 
led by Prince Croy. This was to the aid of  
the Bavarians, who had still not finished the 
intensive siege. They launched their assault 
somewhat later than the imperial forces, 
and lost 150 men at the first advance, which 

Buda, took Érsekújvár (29 September) and de-
feated the main Ottoman army besieging Esz-
tergom (16 August). In autumn, Imre Thököly’s 
principality collapsed and most of  his soldiers, 
some 17,000 men, went into royal service.

Next summer, more than 80,000 soldiers, in-
cluding 20,000 Hungarians and several thousand 
English, French, Dutch, Italian, Swedish, Scot-
tish and Spanish volunteers started the siege of  
Buda. The castle was defended by some 10,000 
men under the experienced Albanian-born sol-
dier Abdurrahman Pasha.

During the seventy-eight days of  the siege, the 
Holy League forces mounted three general as-
saults on the castle. The bloodiest was the second, 
on 27 July, when the Hungarian infantry under 
Vice-Captain-General of  Győr, János Esterházy 
mounted a diversionary attack on the east of  the 
castle to permit the Christian forces on the north 
and south sides to approach the castle walls. 

The final assault took place on 2 Septem-
ber. The imperial, Brandenburg and Hungarian 

soldiers in the north pressed into the castle at 
the Esztergom Rondella, the Bavarian forces in 
the south entered at Stephen’s Tower, and after 
a brief  battle occupied the former seat of  the 
Hungarian kings. According to tradition, Major 
János Fiáth of  the Győr border-fortress Hajduks 
first planted the royal flag on the Esztergom 
Rondella, and Bavarian Captain Martin Pech-
mann set the Elector’s flag on the ruins of  King 
Matthias’ palace on the south side.

After taking Buda, the allied command de-
cided that instead of  taking the Turkish forts in 
the interior of  the country, they would set out to 
take Belgrade, the gateway to the Balkans, pos-
session of  which would cut off  relief  and sup-
plies for the occupied forts, which would even-
tually surrender. In preparation for this, in the 
1687 campaign, they dealt another defeat to Ot-
toman forces at Nagyharsány and took the castle 
of  Eszék. In the Ottoman Empire, these defeats 
set off  a wave of  revolts that paralysed its war 
machine. 

From Mátyás Bél’s writings*

The recapture of  Buda

“They charged the ruins from both sides, with 
astonishing contempt for the death as it awaited 
them at every point. The greatest danger and 
endeavour fell to Spinola. The captain of  the 
castle himself, with the finest of  his remaining 
guard, was defending the rubble of  the gaping 
wall, imploring Mohamed with their usual 
shouts to aid them from above, inciting their 

own fervour, and mowing down the attacking 
lines with well-aimed volleys. Among the first 
to fall was Baron d’Asti with the finest of  
the volunteers, but this could not deter the 
Germans, who surged forward over the corpses 
of  their comrades, through the thick hail of  
musket balls. The losses only further aroused 
their fervour. The Turks bitterly resisted, and 
it seemed that such equally matched bravery 
would long keep the fortunes of  war equal on 
each side.

 
The recapture of  Buda  

and the expulsion of  the Turks

Charles of  Lorraine  
(1643–1690), commander  
of  the armies which liberated 
Hungary from the Ottomans
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halted them for a while. Then they resumed 
their fight, and across innumerable obstacles, 
pressed the enemy into the square enclosure 
of  the gardens. The contest ended only when 
(seeing Croy and the fires of  the already-
taken town), all of  the Turks were huddled 
into a square surrounded by a double wall 
and, throwing down their weapons, pleaded 
for their lives. The Bavarian general asked 
the commander what should be done with 
the barbarians. Lorraine entrusted the matter 
to the Elector. Strattman persuaded them 
to accept the surrender, saying it would be 
inglorious for Christians to be unmerciful 
against soldiers who had fulfilled their offices 
courageously to the last. Serényi laid down the 
conditions of  surrender.

Four imperial and a few Brandenburg 
battalions were stationed in the town, the Serau 
regiment held the ruins, and a robust guard 
was mounted around the town to block any 
means of  escape. The same precautions were 
taken with the palace. Among the witnesses 

to the victory was the Vizier, who, as was his 
custom, had led the army to the heights and 
quickly retreated after seeing the disaster with 
his own eyes. After seeing that all was in order, 
both generals, covered in the dust of  glory, 
returned to camp. The butchery and looting 
continued through the night, although fires 
broke out in many places, preventing much 
of  the booty from falling victim to soldierly 
greed.” 

Here indeed was the most sorrowful tragedy 
to befall the Turks!

Buda in Christian hands again 

The siege of  this great city, dominating broad 
lands, had come to a sad end for the Turkish 
Empire, and a fortunate one for Christendom, 
although at the price of  much endeavour and 
prayer. When news of  the victory spread, there 
was neither nation nor church throughout 

Europe which did not consider the taking of  
Buda to be as much to its own benefit as to 
Leopold’s. Prayers were offered in many places, 
feasts and other ceremonies of  congratulation, 
and gifts were distributed among the people. 
In Buda, the generals marched in triumphal 
procession into the city, and after St Stephen’s 
church had been cleared of  barbarian filth, 
they sang the hymn of  St Ambrose. After 
giving their pious thanks to God, the author 
of  the victory, they held a review of  the 
arsenal, which the besieged Turks had carefully 
protected from fire. They found 200 guns of  
assorted calibre, vast quantities of  matériel and 
victuals for several months.

The generals would have tarried longer 
there, had not the stink and fumes of  the dead 
men and smoking houses been overpowering. 
They placed the 4000 soldiers under Thüngen 
as temporary guard in the city. The Turks who 
had given themselves up were ordered to burn 
the corpses, and the workmen were engaged 
to start rebuilding the fortifications. The city 
had been cast into a state of  dreadful and 
almost unimaginable filth. Several thousand 
dead bodies lay on the streets, a sight made 
all the sadder from there being not only men, 
but women and children lying dead from their 
many wounds, a sight pitiable even to those 
who had killed them. There was not a house 
which was not shot with holes, torn apart or 
burnt down.

Above all they were pained to see the 
palace, which they remembered in its former 
glory, or knew of  it from history. Of  this 
dazzling royal seat, built to display royal 
grandeur, there remained nothing but holed 
and tottering walls; collapsed vaults, palaces 
and council halls; horribly crushed banqueting 
halls; stunted towers; broken promenades; and 
gaping cellars from whose depths all kinds 
of  pestilential vapours wafted out. Once the 
domain of  royal pomp (however modest its 
dimensions), much of  the area was almost 
impassable from piles of  rubble and heaps of  
unburied corpses. The rest could not so much 
as be approached for several days, less because 
of  the danger of  ambush (in which every 
barbarian is skilled), as for the ruins sticky 
with blood and heaped with rank corpses; a 
sight as dreadful as the threat of  infection for 
anyone reckless enough to come close.

The prisoners displayed an awful savagery. 
Despite being treated more mildly than they 
might have expected, they rather preferred 
death to life and cursed their misfortune in 
not falling together with their beautiful Buda. 
Others would not let food pass their lips, or 
cried and sobbed (not daring to lament), until 
they were distributed among the victors, when 
they gradually came to themselves and calmed 
down. A more fortunate survivor of  this 
disaster was the castle captain’s deputy, Csonka 
Bey, Aga of  the janissaries. Wagner writes 
thus: This had a decent bearing, and a moral 
stature that merited his becoming Christian; in 
holy baptism, he received the name Leopold 
from his patron the Emperor, was conferred 
the rank of  knight, and from then on fought 
nobly as a Hungarian colonel on the Rhine. 
His son still lives, and has followed in his 
father’s footsteps. Csonka Bey, of  whom we 
speak, said that there were 10,000 janissaries 
in the city guard, and apart from the cavalry 
and other forces there were about 6000 who 
came to the city when the siege began. 

Sorrow of  the Turks, 
 joy of  the Christians 

No mind can grasp, and no fine words express 
the depth of  sorrow which took hold of  
the Turks after the capture of  the city. Over 

Engraving of  the recapture 
of  Buda in 1686

Portrait of  Abdurrahman, last 
Pasha of  Buda, in Boethius’s 
book Ruhmbelorberter Triumph, 
published in 1688. The Pasha 
bravely defended the castle of  Buda 
against the Christian armies during 
the siege of  1686.  Abdurrahman 
fell with a sword in his hand in the 
decisive assault on the castle in early 
September. His determined courage 
and persistence aroused respect even 
from his enemies. The place of  his 
death in Buda Castle is marked  
by a monument
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halted them for a while. Then they resumed 
their fight, and across innumerable obstacles, 
pressed the enemy into the square enclosure 
of  the gardens. The contest ended only when 
(seeing Croy and the fires of  the already-
taken town), all of  the Turks were huddled 
into a square surrounded by a double wall 
and, throwing down their weapons, pleaded 
for their lives. The Bavarian general asked 
the commander what should be done with 
the barbarians. Lorraine entrusted the matter 
to the Elector. Strattman persuaded them 
to accept the surrender, saying it would be 
inglorious for Christians to be unmerciful 
against soldiers who had fulfilled their offices 
courageously to the last. Serényi laid down the 
conditions of  surrender.

Four imperial and a few Brandenburg 
battalions were stationed in the town, the Serau 
regiment held the ruins, and a robust guard 
was mounted around the town to block any 
means of  escape. The same precautions were 
taken with the palace. Among the witnesses 

to the victory was the Vizier, who, as was his 
custom, had led the army to the heights and 
quickly retreated after seeing the disaster with 
his own eyes. After seeing that all was in order, 
both generals, covered in the dust of  glory, 
returned to camp. The butchery and looting 
continued through the night, although fires 
broke out in many places, preventing much 
of  the booty from falling victim to soldierly 
greed.” 

Here indeed was the most sorrowful tragedy 
to befall the Turks!

Buda in Christian hands again 

The siege of  this great city, dominating broad 
lands, had come to a sad end for the Turkish 
Empire, and a fortunate one for Christendom, 
although at the price of  much endeavour and 
prayer. When news of  the victory spread, there 
was neither nation nor church throughout 

Europe which did not consider the taking of  
Buda to be as much to its own benefit as to 
Leopold’s. Prayers were offered in many places, 
feasts and other ceremonies of  congratulation, 
and gifts were distributed among the people. 
In Buda, the generals marched in triumphal 
procession into the city, and after St Stephen’s 
church had been cleared of  barbarian filth, 
they sang the hymn of  St Ambrose. After 
giving their pious thanks to God, the author 
of  the victory, they held a review of  the 
arsenal, which the besieged Turks had carefully 
protected from fire. They found 200 guns of  
assorted calibre, vast quantities of  matériel and 
victuals for several months.

The generals would have tarried longer 
there, had not the stink and fumes of  the dead 
men and smoking houses been overpowering. 
They placed the 4000 soldiers under Thüngen 
as temporary guard in the city. The Turks who 
had given themselves up were ordered to burn 
the corpses, and the workmen were engaged 
to start rebuilding the fortifications. The city 
had been cast into a state of  dreadful and 
almost unimaginable filth. Several thousand 
dead bodies lay on the streets, a sight made 
all the sadder from there being not only men, 
but women and children lying dead from their 
many wounds, a sight pitiable even to those 
who had killed them. There was not a house 
which was not shot with holes, torn apart or 
burnt down.

Above all they were pained to see the 
palace, which they remembered in its former 
glory, or knew of  it from history. Of  this 
dazzling royal seat, built to display royal 
grandeur, there remained nothing but holed 
and tottering walls; collapsed vaults, palaces 
and council halls; horribly crushed banqueting 
halls; stunted towers; broken promenades; and 
gaping cellars from whose depths all kinds 
of  pestilential vapours wafted out. Once the 
domain of  royal pomp (however modest its 
dimensions), much of  the area was almost 
impassable from piles of  rubble and heaps of  
unburied corpses. The rest could not so much 
as be approached for several days, less because 
of  the danger of  ambush (in which every 
barbarian is skilled), as for the ruins sticky 
with blood and heaped with rank corpses; a 
sight as dreadful as the threat of  infection for 
anyone reckless enough to come close.

The prisoners displayed an awful savagery. 
Despite being treated more mildly than they 
might have expected, they rather preferred 
death to life and cursed their misfortune in 
not falling together with their beautiful Buda. 
Others would not let food pass their lips, or 
cried and sobbed (not daring to lament), until 
they were distributed among the victors, when 
they gradually came to themselves and calmed 
down. A more fortunate survivor of  this 
disaster was the castle captain’s deputy, Csonka 
Bey, Aga of  the janissaries. Wagner writes 
thus: This had a decent bearing, and a moral 
stature that merited his becoming Christian; in 
holy baptism, he received the name Leopold 
from his patron the Emperor, was conferred 
the rank of  knight, and from then on fought 
nobly as a Hungarian colonel on the Rhine. 
His son still lives, and has followed in his 
father’s footsteps. Csonka Bey, of  whom we 
speak, said that there were 10,000 janissaries 
in the city guard, and apart from the cavalry 
and other forces there were about 6000 who 
came to the city when the siege began. 

Sorrow of  the Turks, 
 joy of  the Christians 

No mind can grasp, and no fine words express 
the depth of  sorrow which took hold of  
the Turks after the capture of  the city. Over 

Engraving of  the recapture 
of  Buda in 1686

Portrait of  Abdurrahman, last 
Pasha of  Buda, in Boethius’s 
book Ruhmbelorberter Triumph, 
published in 1688. The Pasha 
bravely defended the castle of  Buda 
against the Christian armies during 
the siege of  1686.  Abdurrahman 
fell with a sword in his hand in the 
decisive assault on the castle in early 
September. His determined courage 
and persistence aroused respect even 
from his enemies. The place of  his 
death in Buda Castle is marked  
by a monument
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more than a hundred and fifty years, they 
had so greatly come to love the hospitality of  
this city, which commanded such extensive 
lands (most of  Hungary being ruled from 
here), had such a pleasant situation, and was 
bountifully endowed with all that was needed 
for a comfortable life. It afforded a broad 
view to the deep and wide plain, the air was 
wonderfully healthy, the city was suited to 
construction of  the warm baths so favoured 
by the Turks, and the Danube, flowing in the 
narrows between the city and Pest, presented 
such a spectacle that everyone’s heart ached 
upon recollection of  lost Buda.

In a plea that such stormy times should not 
rage further, they ordered prayers in all parts 
so that Mohamed’s heart be moved by prayer 
for the people whom fate had dealt so unjust 
a blow. The barbarian preachers scolded the 
people for their sins, in punishment of  which 
God had sent a plague on the then flourishing 
empire. The preachers, by word, tears, 
lamentations and even loud cries, beat home 
to them that they must raise their morals even 
higher, and urged them to be generous in alms 
to the poor, even if  they be Christians or Jews, 
and by these pious acts plead to the god of  
Mohamed, to persuade the one great God to 

hear the prayers of  the afflicted people. It was 
not just the common people who were moved 
by this spirit: the Sultan himself  sought the 
blame not in fortune or the cowardice of  the 
Vizier, but in his own and his people’s sins – 
either because he indeed felt so, or because 
by feigned good advice he would reassure 
the vizier, who feared for his life. The latter 
presented the Sultan with the enormous lie 
that he had faced 160,000 spirited Christians, 
and so could not have helped Buda. The 
prisoners sent to Constantinople were obliged, 
under oath, to confirm this lie. That was how 
affairs were among the Turks.

The imperial generals together with 
Strattmann held a council of  war, examining 
in great detail what could be done with the 
intimidated enemy in what remained of  the 
autumn. Some of  the officers thought that 
the troops, reduced in number and weighed 
down by fatigue, should be rested. Lorraine 
might have entertained a similar opinion, 
had not been seized with a vision of  the next 
year’s campaign; he thought it better to force 
the terrorised enemy as far from the limits of  
Buda as possible and to take under his control 
the neighbouring castles, by surrender or by 
force.

Under Beck’s command, a 6000-strong guard 
was left in Buda, and after striking the tents and 
levelling the ramparts, the whole army together 
with Scherffenberg, the commander of  the 
Slavonian contingent, marched towards Ercsi. 
With scant pasture and water, they proceeded 
only slowly, and reached the village of  Pentele 
on the right bank of  the Danube. Upon learning 
there that the Vizier had marched to Belgrade, 
Baden and Scherffenberg were commanded to 
take the forces assigned to them – there were 
13 regiments other than the Scherffenberg 
contingent – to march on Pécs without delay 
and lay siege. Caraffa took the remaining troops 
across the Danube towards Szeged, and then 
had to find winter quarters in Upper Hungary.

There is no space here to relate all of  the 
deeds which merit eternal memory and high 
laurels in the capture of  Buda and other 
events that autumn. Charles of  Lorraine 
stopped for a while at Kalocsa to observe the 
enemy’s attempts and his own troops’ military 
fortune, and then crossed the Danube so that 
the hitherto divided armies could assist each 

other, and finally, in late October, marched 
triumphantly into Vienna.

*Excerpts from Mátyás Bél’s book (originally written in Latin) 
on the recapture of  Buda (Zrínyi Kiadó, Budapest, 1986)

Charles of  Lorraine’s war diary  
on the reoccupation of  Buda, 1686*

Hardly had all this taken its course when the 
Hungarian hussars sent as advance guard 
reported to the Prince that the whole Turkish 
army had appeared at a line level with Érd, 
the same place where, two years previously, 
Charles, Duke of  Lorraine had won a 
memorable victory over the relief  army of  
that time. The memory of  this victory spurred 
the generals to go on to the attack against 
the Grand Vizier, and seek a decisive battle 
with the relief  army. Charles of  Lorraine, 
however, took the view that they should not 
engage in such a venture before the arrival of  
Scherffenberg’s Transylvanian army, and until 
such time if  possible maintain a defensive 
action. Apart from the Hungarian guard, the 
entire besieging army consisted of  no more 
than 40,000 combat-ready men, against a 
relief  army which, when taken together 
with the Tartars, was reputed to have a total 
numerical strength of  twice this number. His 
argument was accepted by the War Council, 
which decided not to take the initiative 
against the Grand Vizier until the arrival of  
Scherffenberg, and not to pursue them even if  
forced into an engagement. They also decided 
that 2000 of  the 18,000 German cavalry and 
1000 of  the 3000 Hungarian hussars should 
remain in service around the castle; 4500 
of  the 15,000 German infantry, and 1500 
of  the 4000 Hungarian Hajduks, were to 
guard the trenches. This meant that 16,000 
German cavalry, 10,500 German infantry, 
2000 Hungarian hussars and 2500 Hungarian 
Hajduks – a total of  31,000 troops – would 
repel the Grand Vizier’s relief  action.

To get an impression of  the mood 
prevailing in the besiegers’ camp in these 
days, it is interesting to read a letter written by 
cavalry officer Grimani on 21 August: “As for 
the siege, all I can say is that everything will be 
even more uncertain that it has been, and that 

Fight for the liberation of  Buda.  
An engraving from Charles of  

Lorraine’s war diary
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more than a hundred and fifty years, they 
had so greatly come to love the hospitality of  
this city, which commanded such extensive 
lands (most of  Hungary being ruled from 
here), had such a pleasant situation, and was 
bountifully endowed with all that was needed 
for a comfortable life. It afforded a broad 
view to the deep and wide plain, the air was 
wonderfully healthy, the city was suited to 
construction of  the warm baths so favoured 
by the Turks, and the Danube, flowing in the 
narrows between the city and Pest, presented 
such a spectacle that everyone’s heart ached 
upon recollection of  lost Buda.

In a plea that such stormy times should not 
rage further, they ordered prayers in all parts 
so that Mohamed’s heart be moved by prayer 
for the people whom fate had dealt so unjust 
a blow. The barbarian preachers scolded the 
people for their sins, in punishment of  which 
God had sent a plague on the then flourishing 
empire. The preachers, by word, tears, 
lamentations and even loud cries, beat home 
to them that they must raise their morals even 
higher, and urged them to be generous in alms 
to the poor, even if  they be Christians or Jews, 
and by these pious acts plead to the god of  
Mohamed, to persuade the one great God to 

hear the prayers of  the afflicted people. It was 
not just the common people who were moved 
by this spirit: the Sultan himself  sought the 
blame not in fortune or the cowardice of  the 
Vizier, but in his own and his people’s sins – 
either because he indeed felt so, or because 
by feigned good advice he would reassure 
the vizier, who feared for his life. The latter 
presented the Sultan with the enormous lie 
that he had faced 160,000 spirited Christians, 
and so could not have helped Buda. The 
prisoners sent to Constantinople were obliged, 
under oath, to confirm this lie. That was how 
affairs were among the Turks.

The imperial generals together with 
Strattmann held a council of  war, examining 
in great detail what could be done with the 
intimidated enemy in what remained of  the 
autumn. Some of  the officers thought that 
the troops, reduced in number and weighed 
down by fatigue, should be rested. Lorraine 
might have entertained a similar opinion, 
had not been seized with a vision of  the next 
year’s campaign; he thought it better to force 
the terrorised enemy as far from the limits of  
Buda as possible and to take under his control 
the neighbouring castles, by surrender or by 
force.

Under Beck’s command, a 6000-strong guard 
was left in Buda, and after striking the tents and 
levelling the ramparts, the whole army together 
with Scherffenberg, the commander of  the 
Slavonian contingent, marched towards Ercsi. 
With scant pasture and water, they proceeded 
only slowly, and reached the village of  Pentele 
on the right bank of  the Danube. Upon learning 
there that the Vizier had marched to Belgrade, 
Baden and Scherffenberg were commanded to 
take the forces assigned to them – there were 
13 regiments other than the Scherffenberg 
contingent – to march on Pécs without delay 
and lay siege. Caraffa took the remaining troops 
across the Danube towards Szeged, and then 
had to find winter quarters in Upper Hungary.

There is no space here to relate all of  the 
deeds which merit eternal memory and high 
laurels in the capture of  Buda and other 
events that autumn. Charles of  Lorraine 
stopped for a while at Kalocsa to observe the 
enemy’s attempts and his own troops’ military 
fortune, and then crossed the Danube so that 
the hitherto divided armies could assist each 

other, and finally, in late October, marched 
triumphantly into Vienna.

*Excerpts from Mátyás Bél’s book (originally written in Latin) 
on the recapture of  Buda (Zrínyi Kiadó, Budapest, 1986)

Charles of  Lorraine’s war diary  
on the reoccupation of  Buda, 1686*

Hardly had all this taken its course when the 
Hungarian hussars sent as advance guard 
reported to the Prince that the whole Turkish 
army had appeared at a line level with Érd, 
the same place where, two years previously, 
Charles, Duke of  Lorraine had won a 
memorable victory over the relief  army of  
that time. The memory of  this victory spurred 
the generals to go on to the attack against 
the Grand Vizier, and seek a decisive battle 
with the relief  army. Charles of  Lorraine, 
however, took the view that they should not 
engage in such a venture before the arrival of  
Scherffenberg’s Transylvanian army, and until 
such time if  possible maintain a defensive 
action. Apart from the Hungarian guard, the 
entire besieging army consisted of  no more 
than 40,000 combat-ready men, against a 
relief  army which, when taken together 
with the Tartars, was reputed to have a total 
numerical strength of  twice this number. His 
argument was accepted by the War Council, 
which decided not to take the initiative 
against the Grand Vizier until the arrival of  
Scherffenberg, and not to pursue them even if  
forced into an engagement. They also decided 
that 2000 of  the 18,000 German cavalry and 
1000 of  the 3000 Hungarian hussars should 
remain in service around the castle; 4500 
of  the 15,000 German infantry, and 1500 
of  the 4000 Hungarian Hajduks, were to 
guard the trenches. This meant that 16,000 
German cavalry, 10,500 German infantry, 
2000 Hungarian hussars and 2500 Hungarian 
Hajduks – a total of  31,000 troops – would 
repel the Grand Vizier’s relief  action.

To get an impression of  the mood 
prevailing in the besiegers’ camp in these 
days, it is interesting to read a letter written by 
cavalry officer Grimani on 21 August: “As for 
the siege, all I can say is that everything will be 
even more uncertain that it has been, and that 
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the battle [the clash with the Grand Vizier] will 
decide everything unless the enemy dispatches 
a detachment and brings succour to the city.” 
On this and the following day it did indeed 
seem that the Grand Vizier was about to 
attack the besiegers.

On 12 August, they advanced along the 
Danube between Tétény and Promontor, at 
which Lorraine, in line with the agreement, 
withdrew from the circumvallation to go to 
the aid of  the Bavarians and to frustrate any 
attempt by the Grand Vizier to wheel with his 
left wing and capture Sváb Hill. But upon their 
departure, news was received that the Grand 
Vizier’s men were laying fires on the hillside 
which the imperial troops intended to take. An 
English military engineer officer attached to 
the army, Jacob Richards, wrote that at that 
point “we were ordered back to our tents.”

Next morning, the Grand Vizier’s army 
marched to the plateau between Törökbálint 
and Promontor with the purpose of  attacking 
the besiegers, but upon seeing that their camp 
“was reinforced by a siege wall of  sheaves of  
brushwood, as well screened off  as a fortified 

town,” the Turks made no more than a show 
of  strength, a march accompanied by minor 
skirmishes. Larger engagements occurred only 
on 14 August, recorded by two eye witnesses, 
a Brandenburgian surgeon, Johann Dietz, and 
Jacob Richards.

Johann Dietz wrote, “Around 1 o’clock on 
the third day, the Turkish right wing started 
an attack, and the battle commenced with a 
terrible clamour. It developed into a bitter 
combat on both sides. Nothing could be seen 
or heard but thunder, flashes, trumpeting, 
drumming and wailing. The cannon gave 
powerful volleys of  canister whenever the 
enemy attacked, flinging them hither and 
thither. After five quarter-hours of  struggle, 
the enemy withdrew. The dead, dying and 
wounded lay all over.” 

Jacob Richards’ report is much more 
detailed and professional: “About 5 in the 
Morning wee perceiv’d the Enemy Marching 
down againe into the Plaine, with 3. or 4. 
great Detachments on their Left Wing, which 
separated and March’d along the Valley to 
gett behind the Hills which were on our Right 

thinking to gaine them, and see to fall on Our 
Right Wing in Flank and Reere, in order to 
the Putting succour into the Towne, but the 
Duke of  Lorraine Perceiving their Designe 
order’d Seaven Regiments of  Horse and some 
Hungarians under the command of  Generall 
Dunewalt, Taffe and Palfie to march up the 
Hills and Possesse the Topp of  them Faceing 
the Enemy; wee were noe sooner up, but 
imediately the Turkes appear’d on our Left 
who still made towards Us, there being a deepe 
Valley between; Presently appear’d others on 
Our Right where the Valley ended; Their Body 
not being come up they Kept skirmishing for 
the space of  one hour with some Hungarians, 
when of  a suddaine the Hills were Cover’d 
with the Enemy, who immediately gave us 
a Discharge of  Eight pieces of  Canon and 
with terrible cryes fell most furiously on the 
Hungarians, who immediately gave way, where 
upon Count Taffe etc. advanced, Mr Fitz-
James, and the English Voluntiers being in 
the First Ranke. This Charge was performed 
with that Gallantry that the Enemy could not 
endure it, but immediately fled as fast as they 
Came on; Wee Pursued them abaut a League, 
the way being soe very bad for the Foot, that 
most of  the Janizaries were cutt off  the rest 
of  the fled into the Plaines through Buda and 
Deep Hollowes which lead into the Valley, 
were they had a great Reserve, which made us 
halt till the rest of  the Party were come up, 
who had made a great circuit in pursuing those 
who Bed into the Plaines that lay between our 
Campe, From hence Wee observed the rest 
of  the Turkes Army Scatter’d like Flocks of  
Sheepe. 

As soone as the Seaven Regiments had 
beaten the Turkes on the Gills, his Highnesse 
advanc’d his Right Wing from the Heights 
towards the Plaine, the Brandenburgers and 
Auxiliaries quitting their Lines and Marching 
in good order towards the Enemy before the 
Bavarians (who were the Left Wing) had gott 
halfe over the Plaine.

The Turkes Right Wing Retires to the Topp 
of  their Hills, which were very difficult of  
Accesse, and there left a Party, and sends the 
rest to the Left wing, which now is very hard 
pressed by Generall Taffe et Dunewalt. Which 
with the Duke of  Lorraines motion on the same 
side gave the Turkes some Apprehencons the 

not stiming from the Foot of  their Hills Wee 
continued in our afore said Order, Galling 
them as much as possibly wee could with our 
Feild pieces, at which time a Party of  Turkes 
Attaqued very briskly the Left of  our Right 
Wing where a Partie of  Hungarians were Posted 
who soone gave way, and had not Gen : Taffe 
with Two or Three Squadrons of  Draggoons 
come up to sustaine them (the enemy haveing 
already forced our Line) tis beleiv’d they would 
have Endanger’d the Putting succour in to the 
Towne, shortly after a Party was seen to Detach 
from their Left towards the Right Flanke of  
our Right Wing, which Generall Taffe by a 
great presence of  mind perceiving, immediately 
commanded abaut Fowre Squadrons of  Light 
horse to putt themselves at the Foot of  those 
Hills, which the Turkes seem’d to presse for, 
and by that meanes to have gott into the Towne. 
This Order of  Count Taffs was performed with 
soe much Expedition that not above 20 or 30 
Turkes gain’d the Hill, which were cutt to Peices. 

Our Generall now seemed under some 
uncertainly weather to Attaque the Enemy 
on the Hills, and push for an intire Victory, 
or returne to our Lines and Prosecute the 
Seige, But the Turkes seeming to Retire, and 
considering how difficult the Ascent was, 
and how uneasy to horse (already soe much 
harass’d) how week his Wing was and how 
Liable to be forced by an Enemy that charged 
with so much Fury, who had a Towne in their 
View, and would be Content to sacrifice their 
whole Army to its Preservation; It was there 
fore thought most adviseable to Returne into 
our Lines and Presse on the Seige.”

In subsequent Hungarian military historio-
graphy, the 14 August battle was usually 
described as a Turkish attack with a select 
detachment of  8-9000, which pressed back 
Petneházy’s hussars, and then drove off  
Lodron’s Croatians. Subsequently, General 
Mercy, at Lt.-Gen. Dünnewald’s command, 
attacked the Turks together with the three 
regiments which had come to their aid – two 
German regiments and Bercsényi’s hussars. 
They pressed back the front line in the face 
of  fire by the Janissaries. Then Petneházy 
also went on to the attack and Dünnewald, 
following the regiments sent by Lorraine, 
charged at the Turks with his entire strength. 
Charles wrote in his Diary: our men “left no 
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time for the enemy to reload their cannon, 
and attacked them.” The fleeing Spahis “left 
their cannon, of  which we carried off  eight, 
and abandoned their infantry, who were shot 
to pieces, lying in the little bushes like snipe, 
although 7 or 8 of  them drew their sabres 
against us.”

Although the Grand Vizier’s relief  army did 
not suffer a decisive defeat (in fact got away 
with relatively minor casualties), the tactical 
failure of  14 August finally dampened the 
Ottomans’ inclination to take on the besiegers 
of  Buda in open battle. The deserters 
reported that the soldiers of  the relief  army 
were pervaded by “the greatest confusion and 
depression.” Grimani saw the main reason 
for this being that the Turkish soldiers in the 
relief  army “although young and of  fine build, 
are neither combat-hardened nor brave.” This 
view is supported by the French ambassador, 
and there were other reports on this by the 
one Dutch and four Polish men who came to 
Charles of  Lorraine from the Turkish camp. 
According to reports by other deserters, the 
commanding officer of  the 8000-strong 
Turkish detachment which fought in the battle 
reported to the Grand Vizier that although 
he had attacked the Germans like a lion, he 
had “met with devilish resistance, and his 
horsemen against his command turned back 
and abandoned the infantry, which he could 
not account for.” At which the Grand Vizier 
spat into the beard of  the bearer of  the news, 
and had him strangled.

The reprisals made little impact. On 16 
August, the Turks who appeared before the 
Bavarian positions withdrew without a fight, 
and the Grand Vizier was again forced to 
conclude that if  he attacked the besieging 
army with this army, he could be sure of  
resounding defeat. Indeed he was able 
to remain so close to Buda only because 
Emperor Leopold commanded Lorraine not 
to enter the attack against the Grand Vizier’s 
army. Since the Grand Vizier had no hope of  
success in battle, all he could do was attempt, 
by roundabout means, to deliver relief  troops 
to Buda sufficient to maintain the defence until 
the onset of  winter, when military operations 
usually drew to a close.

Perceiving that he need not fear an attack 
by the Turkish relief  army, Charles of  

Lorraine concentrated his energies on the 
siege. On 16 August, he put on public display 
the Turkish military banners which had been 
captured in the clash of  two days before, to 
dent the resistance of  Buda’s defenders. Next 
day, the besiegers attempted to capture an 
outwork closer to the Turks, but this ended 
in failure. Although the inactive Grand Vizier 
made no great interference in the siege, the 
rainy, inclement weather was a considerable 
dampener. The ongoing failures of  the sappers 
were another setback. Siege operations were 
resumed on 19 August, but made very little 
progress. Then Charles of  Lorraine received 
intelligence that the entire Turkish relief  
army was “standing in battle order” and was 
holding back from attacking the besiegers only 
because captured imperial soldiers had told 
the Grand Vizier that the “Germans” already 
knew of  their plans.

The Turkish attack did not come, and it was 
with great surprise that the besiegers awoke 
at dawn on 20 August to find the Turks, now 
thought to be utterly paralysed, bearing down 
on them.

Everybody in the camp felt safe, the 
generals were sleeping in their tents, and some 
of  the officers had casually left their posts 
along St. Paul’s Valley. Suddenly the air was 
rent by cries of  alarm from Lipótmező. The 
weapons of  the advance guard crackled, and by 
the time the Brandenburgers rose from their 
slumber, some 1000-1200 Turkish horsemen 
were galloping by their tents, followed by 
another two thousand cavalry flying through 
the gap left in the circumvallation. The 
Brandenburgers succeeded in halting this 
second wave, but those ahead, not heeding 
the musket fire bearing upon them, continued 
on their way. Having now been roused, the 
besiegers engaged them vigorously, but some 
300 mounted Janissaries penetrated the castle 
by the Fehérvár Gate, and were received by 
Abdurrahman Pasha with volley of  salute. 

Unperturbed by this partial Turkish success, 
Lorraine further stiffened his siege efforts. On 
21 August his cannon fired on the castle with 
redoubled strength: “This day likewise our 
Battery of  Eight 24 Pounders began to Play on 
the Round Tower looking into St. Paul’s Valley, 
against which the Turkes rais’d an other of  7 
heavey Canon upon the Courtine betwixt the 

said Two Towers which much incommoded 
us.” The Bavarians followed this on the 22nd 
with a successful action in which, at a cost of  
insignificant casualties, they took a position in 
the castle. Lorraine wrote, “For the period of  
this attack, we raised a false alarm on our own 
side, which in all probability was a great success, 
because the enemy ran hither and thither [in 
the castle] and our bombs, stones and cannon 
bombarded them without respite.” 

The defenders still resisted stoutly, but 
Abdurrahman Pasha knew that his forces 
could not hold out for much longer. He 
therefore sent one courier after another asking 
for aid from the Grand Vizier, who promised 
40 florins to everyone who got into the castle. 
According to intelligence obtained from the 
Turkish side, some four thousand volunteered 
for the task. The Grand Vizier attempted 
to get them into Buda on 29 August, but at 
most 4-5 of  the volunteers actually reached 
their aim. The rest were mown down by the 
besiegers, who then – according to the camp 
surgeon Dietz – “flayed them, melted out the 
grease, cut off  the membra virilis (penis) and 
put them, desiccated, into great sacks. From 
this they made the most perfect mummies [i.e. 
medicine]. They cut up most of  the corpses, 
looking through their internal organs in case 
they found gold.” In the great heat, the cut-
up human and animal remains gave off  such a 
stench as to be almost unbearable. Hungarian 
peasants and foot-soldiers were detailed to 
bury the corpses in enormous graves.

The besieging army, depleted by death, 
injury and disease, were uplifted in spirit by 
the arrival of  Scherffenberg’s Transylvanian 
army in the last days of  August. “The Turk 
may do as he please, we have no more cause 
to fear him,” wrote cavalry officer Grimani on 
29 August. The Grand Vizier took a similar 
view, and was now sure that Buda would soon 
and irredeemably fall. His prime concern 
now was how he could save himself  from the 
silken cord. He tried to use Abdurrahman as 
his shield. He reported to the Porte that he 
had been called on by the commander of  
Buda not to risk the Ottoman army because 
he was well supplied with everything and 
could withstand the besiegers for a long time 
yet. The Grand Vizier reasoned that when 
Buda fell, Abdurrahman would undoubtedly 

die sword in hand, and many things may be 
ascribed to a dead man. If  he did remain 
alive, he would have his head knocked off  for 
“dissuading” him from providing aid. “That at 
least was how they talked in the Porte before 
the report of  the fall of  Buda reached them,” 
reported the French ambassador.

On 30 August, a council of  war was held in 
the besiegers’ camp about subsequent action. 
Richards wrote, “it was debated, whether wee 
should advance towards the Enemy, Leaving 
a sufficient number to Defend our Trenches, 
or Attend them in our Lines and continue the 
Seige; The latter was at length Resolv’d…”The 
council of  war also decided on the tactics for 
the assault. The forces around the Vienna 
Gate were to carry on a decoy assault; there 
were to be three main assaults: on the right at 
a gap in the curtain wall facing the Vérmező 
district; in the centre at the corner rondella; 
and on the left on the filled-in trench not far 
from the corner rondella. A total of  6000 
men were assigned form the main army for 
the operation. 3000 Bavarian soldiers from 
the imperial army would separately assault the 
castle palace. To dampen the vigilance of  the 
defenders, the rumour was spread through the 
camp that on 2 September they would move 
beyond the circumvallation lines and attack 
the Grand Vizier’s army at Érd. As Duke 
Charles of  Lorraine wrote in his war diary, 
the commander-in-chief  insisted that those 
wounded in battle should be taken within the 
shortest possible time to a place where the 
sight of  them would not have a detrimental 
effect on the morale of  the attackers. In his 
orders of  1 September, he specified that one 
subaltern and 20 armoured soldiers in the 
front ranks should be detailed to bring out the 
wounded. 

The day that was to be decisive to the 
future destiny of  Buda, began with a feat of  
combat by the indomitable Abdi Pasha. The 
last Beylerbey of  Buda early in the morning 
detonated the shaft dug under the bridging of  
the Esztergom Rondella. This did little damage 
to the besiegers, in fact the explosion made 
access to the Turkish ramparts even easier. 
Morning passed in relative quiet. Lorraine 
planned the time of  the general assault to 
the point at which it could be ascertained 
whether the Grand Vizier would attempt 

Silver coin minted to commemorate the 
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time for the enemy to reload their cannon, 
and attacked them.” The fleeing Spahis “left 
their cannon, of  which we carried off  eight, 
and abandoned their infantry, who were shot 
to pieces, lying in the little bushes like snipe, 
although 7 or 8 of  them drew their sabres 
against us.”

Although the Grand Vizier’s relief  army did 
not suffer a decisive defeat (in fact got away 
with relatively minor casualties), the tactical 
failure of  14 August finally dampened the 
Ottomans’ inclination to take on the besiegers 
of  Buda in open battle. The deserters 
reported that the soldiers of  the relief  army 
were pervaded by “the greatest confusion and 
depression.” Grimani saw the main reason 
for this being that the Turkish soldiers in the 
relief  army “although young and of  fine build, 
are neither combat-hardened nor brave.” This 
view is supported by the French ambassador, 
and there were other reports on this by the 
one Dutch and four Polish men who came to 
Charles of  Lorraine from the Turkish camp. 
According to reports by other deserters, the 
commanding officer of  the 8000-strong 
Turkish detachment which fought in the battle 
reported to the Grand Vizier that although 
he had attacked the Germans like a lion, he 
had “met with devilish resistance, and his 
horsemen against his command turned back 
and abandoned the infantry, which he could 
not account for.” At which the Grand Vizier 
spat into the beard of  the bearer of  the news, 
and had him strangled.

The reprisals made little impact. On 16 
August, the Turks who appeared before the 
Bavarian positions withdrew without a fight, 
and the Grand Vizier was again forced to 
conclude that if  he attacked the besieging 
army with this army, he could be sure of  
resounding defeat. Indeed he was able 
to remain so close to Buda only because 
Emperor Leopold commanded Lorraine not 
to enter the attack against the Grand Vizier’s 
army. Since the Grand Vizier had no hope of  
success in battle, all he could do was attempt, 
by roundabout means, to deliver relief  troops 
to Buda sufficient to maintain the defence until 
the onset of  winter, when military operations 
usually drew to a close.

Perceiving that he need not fear an attack 
by the Turkish relief  army, Charles of  

Lorraine concentrated his energies on the 
siege. On 16 August, he put on public display 
the Turkish military banners which had been 
captured in the clash of  two days before, to 
dent the resistance of  Buda’s defenders. Next 
day, the besiegers attempted to capture an 
outwork closer to the Turks, but this ended 
in failure. Although the inactive Grand Vizier 
made no great interference in the siege, the 
rainy, inclement weather was a considerable 
dampener. The ongoing failures of  the sappers 
were another setback. Siege operations were 
resumed on 19 August, but made very little 
progress. Then Charles of  Lorraine received 
intelligence that the entire Turkish relief  
army was “standing in battle order” and was 
holding back from attacking the besiegers only 
because captured imperial soldiers had told 
the Grand Vizier that the “Germans” already 
knew of  their plans.

The Turkish attack did not come, and it was 
with great surprise that the besiegers awoke 
at dawn on 20 August to find the Turks, now 
thought to be utterly paralysed, bearing down 
on them.

Everybody in the camp felt safe, the 
generals were sleeping in their tents, and some 
of  the officers had casually left their posts 
along St. Paul’s Valley. Suddenly the air was 
rent by cries of  alarm from Lipótmező. The 
weapons of  the advance guard crackled, and by 
the time the Brandenburgers rose from their 
slumber, some 1000-1200 Turkish horsemen 
were galloping by their tents, followed by 
another two thousand cavalry flying through 
the gap left in the circumvallation. The 
Brandenburgers succeeded in halting this 
second wave, but those ahead, not heeding 
the musket fire bearing upon them, continued 
on their way. Having now been roused, the 
besiegers engaged them vigorously, but some 
300 mounted Janissaries penetrated the castle 
by the Fehérvár Gate, and were received by 
Abdurrahman Pasha with volley of  salute. 

Unperturbed by this partial Turkish success, 
Lorraine further stiffened his siege efforts. On 
21 August his cannon fired on the castle with 
redoubled strength: “This day likewise our 
Battery of  Eight 24 Pounders began to Play on 
the Round Tower looking into St. Paul’s Valley, 
against which the Turkes rais’d an other of  7 
heavey Canon upon the Courtine betwixt the 

said Two Towers which much incommoded 
us.” The Bavarians followed this on the 22nd 
with a successful action in which, at a cost of  
insignificant casualties, they took a position in 
the castle. Lorraine wrote, “For the period of  
this attack, we raised a false alarm on our own 
side, which in all probability was a great success, 
because the enemy ran hither and thither [in 
the castle] and our bombs, stones and cannon 
bombarded them without respite.” 

The defenders still resisted stoutly, but 
Abdurrahman Pasha knew that his forces 
could not hold out for much longer. He 
therefore sent one courier after another asking 
for aid from the Grand Vizier, who promised 
40 florins to everyone who got into the castle. 
According to intelligence obtained from the 
Turkish side, some four thousand volunteered 
for the task. The Grand Vizier attempted 
to get them into Buda on 29 August, but at 
most 4-5 of  the volunteers actually reached 
their aim. The rest were mown down by the 
besiegers, who then – according to the camp 
surgeon Dietz – “flayed them, melted out the 
grease, cut off  the membra virilis (penis) and 
put them, desiccated, into great sacks. From 
this they made the most perfect mummies [i.e. 
medicine]. They cut up most of  the corpses, 
looking through their internal organs in case 
they found gold.” In the great heat, the cut-
up human and animal remains gave off  such a 
stench as to be almost unbearable. Hungarian 
peasants and foot-soldiers were detailed to 
bury the corpses in enormous graves.

The besieging army, depleted by death, 
injury and disease, were uplifted in spirit by 
the arrival of  Scherffenberg’s Transylvanian 
army in the last days of  August. “The Turk 
may do as he please, we have no more cause 
to fear him,” wrote cavalry officer Grimani on 
29 August. The Grand Vizier took a similar 
view, and was now sure that Buda would soon 
and irredeemably fall. His prime concern 
now was how he could save himself  from the 
silken cord. He tried to use Abdurrahman as 
his shield. He reported to the Porte that he 
had been called on by the commander of  
Buda not to risk the Ottoman army because 
he was well supplied with everything and 
could withstand the besiegers for a long time 
yet. The Grand Vizier reasoned that when 
Buda fell, Abdurrahman would undoubtedly 

die sword in hand, and many things may be 
ascribed to a dead man. If  he did remain 
alive, he would have his head knocked off  for 
“dissuading” him from providing aid. “That at 
least was how they talked in the Porte before 
the report of  the fall of  Buda reached them,” 
reported the French ambassador.

On 30 August, a council of  war was held in 
the besiegers’ camp about subsequent action. 
Richards wrote, “it was debated, whether wee 
should advance towards the Enemy, Leaving 
a sufficient number to Defend our Trenches, 
or Attend them in our Lines and continue the 
Seige; The latter was at length Resolv’d…”The 
council of  war also decided on the tactics for 
the assault. The forces around the Vienna 
Gate were to carry on a decoy assault; there 
were to be three main assaults: on the right at 
a gap in the curtain wall facing the Vérmező 
district; in the centre at the corner rondella; 
and on the left on the filled-in trench not far 
from the corner rondella. A total of  6000 
men were assigned form the main army for 
the operation. 3000 Bavarian soldiers from 
the imperial army would separately assault the 
castle palace. To dampen the vigilance of  the 
defenders, the rumour was spread through the 
camp that on 2 September they would move 
beyond the circumvallation lines and attack 
the Grand Vizier’s army at Érd. As Duke 
Charles of  Lorraine wrote in his war diary, 
the commander-in-chief  insisted that those 
wounded in battle should be taken within the 
shortest possible time to a place where the 
sight of  them would not have a detrimental 
effect on the morale of  the attackers. In his 
orders of  1 September, he specified that one 
subaltern and 20 armoured soldiers in the 
front ranks should be detailed to bring out the 
wounded. 

The day that was to be decisive to the 
future destiny of  Buda, began with a feat of  
combat by the indomitable Abdi Pasha. The 
last Beylerbey of  Buda early in the morning 
detonated the shaft dug under the bridging of  
the Esztergom Rondella. This did little damage 
to the besiegers, in fact the explosion made 
access to the Turkish ramparts even easier. 
Morning passed in relative quiet. Lorraine 
planned the time of  the general assault to 
the point at which it could be ascertained 
whether the Grand Vizier would attempt 
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any action against the defenders that day. To 
mislead the enemy, Charles of  Lorraine in 
fact sent some cavalry detachments through 
the circumvallation towards Budaörs. In the 
meantime, the soldiers assigned to the assault, 
who had taken their starting places in the 
trenches before dawn, waited in silence until, 

around 3 pm, the cannons gave the signal to 
charge.

Jacob Richards’ wrote his account of  the 
assault in his war diary: “It began abaut three 
in the Afternoone under the Direction of  the 
Duke of  Croy and Theneck the Brandenbugh 
Generall, the Soldger goeing on with great 
Courage and in good Order soon Reach’d the 
Palisadoes and tooke a Post on the Flanke of  
the Enemy which Rak’d the Inside of  them and 
chased the Turkes from thence, where finding 
noe Retrenchments as was expected, Pursued 
their advantage makeing great Slaughter as 
they went. Such as Excaped fled to the Castle, 
where they put out a White Flagg. This is the 
Account on our successe on this side. But the 
Bavarians who some what later began their 
Attaque, mett with different Fortune, for they 
were Repuls’d with Losse; Nor was it indeed 
possible to have Enter’d that way, however 
the Duke of  Lorraine would not permitt the 
Duke of  Croy to Treat with those who fled 
into the castle, leaving them to his Electoral 
Highnesses [Maximilian Emanuel] Disposall 
(it being his Attaque) who gave them Quarter.”

The Duke of  Lorraine wrote a similarly 
terse account of  the event: “Those who 

launched their assault from the new, forward 
covered positions had the shortest and most 
convenient route, and so they were the first 
on the palisades. They were there almost 
before the defenders themselves… At the 
very beginning, Lt.-Col. d’Asti was seriously 
wounded by gunfire and fell to the ground. His 
men on the inner side of  the palisade, where 
they encountered some hostile resistance, 
held themselves for a while until the soldiers 
coming up from two sides advanced there. 
Those who pushed up at the new breach 
came behind the palisades into the enemy’s 
rear, who were therefore unable to remain 
on the parapet constructed in the breach. 
The first attackers, who had advanced from 
the new covered positions, not only occupied 
the palisades, they went beyond them. Others 
advanced along the wall, so that the enemy 
(who… retreated behind their makeshift 
rampart) could not hold out there. At that 
time, everyone who had passed through 
the breach jumped down from all sides and 
pursued the enemy through the abandoned 
streets all the way to the palace. Our soldiers 
encountered little resistance on these streets 
– except from the right on Jews’ Street [now 
Táncsis Mihály utca] and the Vienna Gate 
(where the Vizier of  Buda was placed with 
many other dignitaries) – all the way to the 
palace.”  Izsák Shulhof  of  Buda considered 
that the quick success was down to the small 
number of  soldiers who were guarding the 
walls, “because most of  the soldiers who 
would have been capable of  standing their 
ground, being tired and dejected, had gone to 
rest and lain down in the cellars to get some 
peace, having been obliged to stand guard for 
so many nights.” When the besiegers burst 
into the town, many of  the resting Turks 
did not immediately come out of  the cellars 
because they thought the clamour they heard 
was just the confused din of  another feigned 
attack. Most came out only when all was lost.

The final desperate undertaking by 
Abdurrahman Pasha, and the heroic death 
of  the old soldier was described with poetic 
elegance – based on contemporary sources – 
by Árpád Károlyi: “Hardly had the Duke of  
Croy taken his place at the head of  the troops 
in the little square before the Vienna Gate 
when he saw a great mass of  Turkish soldiers 

advancing along Jews’ Street, gathered together 
by the gallant commander Abdi Pasha, to 
make one last stand against the victors. Croy 
advanced against this mass, and at once set off  
squadrons into School Square from left and 
right and even from the streets at the back so 
as to completely enclose the Pasha. The Turks 
noticed this movement and took flight. Only 
a little group remained on School Square, in a 
scene worthy of  the brush of  the world’s finest 
painter. The most loyal and constant Turkish 
officers, comrades in so much glory and so 
much suffering, knelt there around the grey-
bearded man… and beseeched him, pleading 
before the living statue: ‘come with us, flee, 
save your precious life among the ruins, for 
the key to Constantinople and Jerusalem, 
humbled Buda, is forever lost!’

But the old man waved dismissively, and said, 
‘If  I could not keep for my lord the castle put 

under my charge, it is meet that I should die!’
And pulling himself  out of  the little ring 

of  supplicators, sweeping above his head the 
broad-curved sword so used to victory, he 
squared himself  and rushed at the approaching 
enemy. And as this fallen god of  the lost battle 
crumpled under the death-dealing blows of  
the triumph-drunk Christian weapons, the 
setting sun wove out of  its last rays a martyr’s 
wreath around the head of  this noble figure, 
the fallen Abdurrahman, and then, stunned by 
the sight of  this magnificent scene, dropped 
behind St John’s Hill.”

The soldier contemporaries who had seen 
much blood, horror and heroic death were 
naturally somewhat more laconic in their 
memories of  the gallant death of  the last 
pasha of  Buda. Jacob Richards wrote only, 
“The Vizier or Principall Governor died 
gallantly upon the breach.” He went to say that 
the Aga of  the Janissaries also fought bravely 
on the Lorraine side of  the attack. A total of  
4-5000 prisoners were taken, and “killed about 
3000”. As regards this deed, he added, “The 
slaughter was less than expected, for though 
both women and children were killed in the 
heat, yet there was more quarter than usual 
from the severity of  the Germans, especially 
in places taken by storm.”

The Brandenburg surgeon Johann Dietz was 
somewhat more shaken than Richards by the 
sight of  the captured Buda, notwithstanding 

the many horrors he must have seen in his life. 
“The dead lay piled in places to a height of  
two yards, and maternal love could not save 
the children, all were the sons of  death. With 
my own eyes I saw women lying dead, grasping 
a pistol or drawn sword in their hand.” And he 
closes his melancholy report with the words 
of  woe, “Wild beasts are more merciful to 
each other than men!”

Eye witnesses were divided in their 
judgement of  the victors’ conduct, but 
took a unanimous view of  the Grand Vizier 
Suleyman, who had left the defenders of  Buda 
to their fate. The sharpest condemnation of  
the Grand Vizier’s conduct was by Freschot, 
court priest and scribe to the Duke of  Lorraine: 
“The cowardly and thousandfold contemptible 
Vizier, before whose eyes the glorious 
capture of  Buda Castle took place, instead of  
endeavouring to prevent the consequences by 
attacking the army or the lines, looked on in 
a stupid and mindless state as the Christian 
army charged and took possession of  the 
fortress, and made no move. Indeed, upon 
being informed of  its total capture, that same 
evening he most ignominiously took flight, a 
shameful deed for the commander of  a great 
army.” Richards also considered that, “Tis 
Remarkable, that this glorious Successe of  the 
Christian Armes was attended with a singular 
circumstance of  Divine Providence, Namely, 
That while Our Army Marched with doubtfull 
Successe to the Assault of  the most Important 
Frontiere Post of  the Ottoman Empire the 
Grand Vizier should with a Greater Body of  
Men Stand a Tame Spectator of  the Issue of  
this Accion and then Retire, which they did 
with great Precipitation.”

Charles of  Lorraine, after appointing 
General Beck as commander of  Buda, set 
off  in pursuit of  the Grand Vizier on 6 
September. That same year, he took Pécs, 
Siklós, Kaposvár and Szeged, successes which 
followed almost as a matter of  course from 
the strategic advantage gained by the capture 
of  Buda.

*Excerpt from Lotharingiai Károly hadinaplója Buda 
visszafoglalásáról – 1686 (Charles of  Lorraine’s war diary  

on the recapture of  Buda – 1686,  
Zrínyi Kiadó, Budapest, 1986)

Standard of  the county 
noble levée of  Nyitra,  

1660 (reconstruction). By tradition, the 
original of  this standard was present at 
the liberation of  Buda Castle in 1686
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“The Vizier or Principall Governor died 
gallantly upon the breach.” He went to say that 
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slaughter was less than expected, for though 
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heat, yet there was more quarter than usual 
from the severity of  the Germans, especially 
in places taken by storm.”

The Brandenburg surgeon Johann Dietz was 
somewhat more shaken than Richards by the 
sight of  the captured Buda, notwithstanding 

the many horrors he must have seen in his life. 
“The dead lay piled in places to a height of  
two yards, and maternal love could not save 
the children, all were the sons of  death. With 
my own eyes I saw women lying dead, grasping 
a pistol or drawn sword in their hand.” And he 
closes his melancholy report with the words 
of  woe, “Wild beasts are more merciful to 
each other than men!”

Eye witnesses were divided in their 
judgement of  the victors’ conduct, but 
took a unanimous view of  the Grand Vizier 
Suleyman, who had left the defenders of  Buda 
to their fate. The sharpest condemnation of  
the Grand Vizier’s conduct was by Freschot, 
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“The cowardly and thousandfold contemptible 
Vizier, before whose eyes the glorious 
capture of  Buda Castle took place, instead of  
endeavouring to prevent the consequences by 
attacking the army or the lines, looked on in 
a stupid and mindless state as the Christian 
army charged and took possession of  the 
fortress, and made no move. Indeed, upon 
being informed of  its total capture, that same 
evening he most ignominiously took flight, a 
shameful deed for the commander of  a great 
army.” Richards also considered that, “Tis 
Remarkable, that this glorious Successe of  the 
Christian Armes was attended with a singular 
circumstance of  Divine Providence, Namely, 
That while Our Army Marched with doubtfull 
Successe to the Assault of  the most Important 
Frontiere Post of  the Ottoman Empire the 
Grand Vizier should with a Greater Body of  
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Siklós, Kaposvár and Szeged, successes which 
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*Excerpt from Lotharingiai Károly hadinaplója Buda 
visszafoglalásáról – 1686 (Charles of  Lorraine’s war diary  

on the recapture of  Buda – 1686,  
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Charles of  Lorraine and his successors Elec-
tor Maximilian Emmanuel of  Bavaria and Mar-
grave Louis of  Baden took effective advantage 
of  their enemy’s paralysis. After taking Transyl-
vania, they captured Belgrade in 1688 and took 
possession of  most of  Serbia the next year. In 
the meantime, the fortresses in Hungary remain-
ing under Ottoman control – Eger, Székesfe-
hérvár, Szigetvár and Kanizsa – surrendered one 
after the other.

Their run of  success came to an end in 1690, 
when Louis XIV of  France, jealous of  his com-
petitor Leopold I’s swelling power, launched an 
attack along the Rhine. The Habsburgs were 
forced to fight a war on two fronts, and directed 
40,000 troops, including two Hungarian hussar 
regiments, to defend the Rhine lands.

Exploiting this weakening of  the Christian 
forces, the new Grand Vizier, Koprulu Fazil 
Mustafa, recaptured the Serbian lands in summer 
1690, and then Belgrade castle. He also sent a 
smaller army to Transylvania under Imre Thökö-
ly, but that was quickly repelled. The Turkish 
advance was ultimately halted just north of  Bel-
grade in 1691, in the very bloody Battle of  Slanka-
men. For a few years, neither side launched a  
major campaign. The Habsburgs were fighting 

the French, the Ottomans were ex-
hausted from the wars in Hungary, 
and with Russia’s entry into the war in 
1686, they were fighting the Christian 
coalition on four fronts.

The last great battle of  the “Sec-
ond Fifteen Years’ War” (the Long 
War being the first) took place on the 
lower course of  the Tisza, at Zenta. 
On 11 September 1697, the new 
commander-in-chief, Prince Eugene 
of  Savoy, attacked the army stationed 
on the right bank as the Ottoman 
forces were making their river cross-
ing. The imperial forces surrounded 
the troops stuck on the bridgehead, 
and the artillery destroyed the pon-
toon bridge, cutting off  their retreat. 
In a battle which lasted about two 
hours, the enemy was utterly routed. 
Twenty thousand Ottoman soldiers, 
including the Grand Vizier, Elmas 

Mohamed, were killed. Prince Imre Thököly, 
fighting on the Ottoman side, feigned death on 
the battlefield and swam across the river when 
evening fell. His flight symbolised the end of  the 
Turkish presence in Hungary.

After its defeat at Zenta, the Ottoman Em-
pire started peace talks with representatives of  
the countries of  the Holy League, through the 
mediation of  England and the Netherlands, and 
on 26 January 1699, signed the Peace Treaty of  
Karlóca which brought the war to an end. Te-
mesköz and Belgrade, freed from Turkish rule, 
were attached to the Kingdom of  Hungary. Ve-
nice recovered the Peloponnese, Poland Podolia, 
and Russia the port of  Azov.

At Karlóca, it was modern Europe which 
made peace with the Ottomans. The borders of  
the two empires were drawn on the map and 
marked out on the land, and the treaty specified 
the number of  border fortresses and set strict 
sanctions for violation of  the peace and border 
incursions. Thus the raids which had gone on for 
centuries came to an end, and true peace reigned 
on the borders.

◄ 
Eugene de Savie 
(Painting)

The Battle of  Zenta was one of  the most significant of  the wars of  liberation. The allied Christian armies, under the leadership of  Eugene  
of  Savoy, defeated the Ottoman armies. This etching by Amsterdam artist Jan Huchtenburg (1647–1733) appeared in the monumental three-
volume work Histoire militaire du prince Eugène de Savoye (the Hague, 1729), on page 11 of  volume I. In the foreground to the left, Eugene 

of  Savoy is depicted on horseback.

Engraving by Rieder Lőrintz of  the 1697 Battle of  Zenta

Memorial medal of  the Battles of  
Nissa, Szalánkemén and Zenta. 
On the reverse are the trophies  
of  the defeated Ottoman army.  
By P. H. Müller 
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Execution of  Ferenc Nádasdy,  
30 April 1671. After contemporary 
etching by Cornelis Meyssens.  
In front of  the altar stands Father 
Rafael, opposite him the blindfolded 
Nádasdy, and behind him the 
executioner Mihály Langmann, 
making his preparations.  
Other witnesses are Ferenc Győrfy 
(Nádasdy’s page), the city judge and 
the jury.

Execution of  Péter Zrínyi, 30 April 
1671. The trial and the judgements 
attracted enormous interest.  
This is clear from the many 
publications the same year in various 
forms. It was printed in Vienna, 
Prague, Nuremberg and Ingolstadt, 
and translated into Italian, French 
and Dutch.

W i th the hundred and fifty year Turkish 
occupation at an end, the country 

recovered its unity, but at a very high price. The 
Ottoman yoke gave way to Habsburg oppression. 

King-Emperor Leopold I and his govern-
ment thought that the time had come to dis-
solve Hungary’s separation and turn it into one 
of  the hereditary provinces. The Diet had been 
forced into considerable political concessions 
in the year following the recapture of  Buda: the 
1687 Diet renounced its right to elect the king 
and repealed the resistance clause of  the Golden 
Bull. Habsburg rule was made hereditary, and the 
nobility lost its right to act against a king who 
violated the law.

The decades-long war had been very expen-
sive, and most of  the price was recovered from 
the Hungarian peasantry. At the same time, 
the country which had been the theatre of  war 
had been almost completely destroyed. The 60-
80,000 strong imperial army and its horses had to 
be fed, and the generals and soldiers looked on 

the country as free hunting grounds. The entire 
population of  some areas had fled from them 
into the forests and marshes: the wealthy city of  
Debrecen had been reduced almost to beggary, 
so completely had it been looted. To suppress 
the national dissatisfaction and get even more 
money, General Caraffa, with approval from the 
highest quarters, hauled many nobles and citizens 
before military courts at Eperjes. On trumped-
up charges, these people were sentenced to for-
feiture of  property, or to death.

The Vienna court treated Hungary as con-
quered territory. Imperial generals and military 
suppliers were granted county-sized tracts of  
land, but the Hungarian nobles only recovered 
their estates if  they proved their titles by charter 
and paid the indemnity imposed by the Neoaquis-
tica Commissio. This was all part of  Leopold I’s 
attempt to strengthen his absolute rule, in line 
with the view that it was only possible to tame the 
“hot-blooded Hungarians, apt to revolution and 
discontent” by oppression. The Jász-Kunság 

area was mortgaged to the Teutonic Knights, 
making serfs out of  its free peasants. At the same 
time, the Serbs, who had under the leadership of  
Arzen Cernovic, Patriarch of  Ipek, moved out of  
Turkish-controlled Serbia to Hungary and settled 
in the south of  the country and along the Danube, 
were given broad powers of  self-government. 
(This set off  the development of  Szentend- 
re, the town north of  Buda which became the 
centre of  Serbian culture in Hungary in the 18th 
century.) The court also began to settle Catholic 

Germans in abandoned parts of  the Great Plain 
and Transdanubia. While the Greek Orthodox 
Serbs were granted full religious freedom, the 
Protestant Hungarian villages were prohibited 
from practising their religion, and enforced con-
version began. Monks of  diverse orders flooded 
into the country, and a folk song of  the time talks 
of  “priest rule”.

Bled white and burned out, the people put up 
with this in a state of  apathy. Here and there, the 
peasants rose up against the foreign mercenary 

“The people of  the land are ready. All they need is a leader.”  
– Hungary after the expulsion of  the Turks*

Prince Imre Thököly’s flag.  
(reconstruction)
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Tokaj (Tokay) Castle in the 17th 

century. Etching by Justus van den 
Nypoort (c. 1625 – c.1692) from a 

book on geometry by A. E. Burckhard 
Birckenstein.

Birckenstein was in Hungary during 
his service as a high-ranking military 
engineer, and published his geometry 

textbook in Vienna in 1686, dedicating 
it to the heir to the throne, Joseph I. The 
very popular book contained illustrations 
representing 110 Hungarian towns and 

castles, some of  which are considered 
genuine. The artist, the Dutchman 

Justus van der Nypoort, according to his 
signature, had travelled in Hungary.

hordes, but were easily and bloodily put down. 
In 1697, embittered peasants and soldiers from 
unfed defensive garrisons made a successful sur-
prise assault on Tokaj Castle and Sárospatak, but 
with no support, they soon fell to the army. The 
embittered people had only one person to look 
to: the young Ferenc Rákóczi II.

Born into the dynasty of  Transylvanian princ-
es, son of  Wesselényi plotter Ferenc Rákóczi I, 
who died in 1676, and of  Ilona, daughter of  the 
executed Ban of  Croatia Péter Zrínyi, Ferenc was 
only 12 years old when he was separated from 
his mother after the surrender of  Munkács Cas-
tle in 1688. The Vienna court sent him to Bo-
hemia to be raised by Jesuits and made into an 
aristocrat loyal to the court; he continued his 
studies at Prague University and in Italy, after 
which he lived the dissolute life of  a young Vien-
nese aristocrat. In 1694, he got married (a daugh-
ter of  the German princely family of  Hessen-
Rheinfels, connecting him with the French royal 
family) and moved to his estates in Hungary. He 
wore German clothes, associated with imperial 
officers, and displayed utter loyalty to the court. 
When the rebellious peasants tried to win him 
over to their cause in 1697, he fled to Vienna to 
escape them.

Learning of  the plight of  the country, 
his friendship with Miklós Bercsényi, főispán 

(Comes) of  Ung, and 
the realisation that eve-
ryone looked to him, 
the largest landowner in 
the country and son of  
the greatest family, for 
protection, brought him 
back to the path of  his 
forebears. Together with 
other aristocrats, he con-
ceived a plot against the 
Habsburgs and turned 
for support to Louis XIV 
of  France. His letter fell 

into the hands of  the court, and in spring 1701 
he was arrested in his castle at Sáros. He was 
taken to Wiener Neustadt and locked up in the 
prison where his maternal grandfather had been 
executed. He would have shared the same fate 
had he not managed to escape and flee to Poland, 
where he attempted to win over the support of  
France and the other anti-Habsburg powers to 
start a war against Vienna. He received rejections 
from every quarter, and as a lone refugee without 
means, no government would trust him.

It was in the castle of  Brezan on the remote 
estate of  a Polish friend that he was found by 
peasant emissaries led by Tamás Esze in early 
1703. Their message was, “The people of  the 
land are ready. All they need is a leader.” The 
young prince who had not found common cause 
with the peasants in 1697 and who had never 
entertained the idea of  marching against Vienna 
with a band of  peasants, accepted Tamás Esze’s 
call. After checking the truth of  the emissaries’ 
words, he sent flags in May 1703 to the country 
with the inscription, Cum Deo pro Patria et Liber-
tate, and a manifesto calling on “every true Hungar-
ian with or without rank.” In June 1703, he himself  
set out to lead his armies and begin the War of  
Independence.

*Excerpt from Péter Hanák (ed.) Egy ezredév  
(One Millenium, Gondolat Kiadó, Budapest, 1986)

► ► 
Statue to Imre Thököly (1657–1705 

in Heroes’ Square, Budapest,  
part of  the Millennium Memorial. By 

György Zala.  
(Photo: Veronika Dévényi)

Count CHARLES MAURICE TALLEYRAND-PÉRIGORD (1754–1838)  
French statesman and diplomat said to Napoleon:

Your Majesty! It is an old custom of  the Hungarians to look up to their great men and be proud 
of  their past. Take from this people their past, and you may do with them as you wish.
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Leopold I (1640-1705), Holy Roman Emperor and King of  Hungary,  
by the Flemish engraver and publisher Jacob Peeters (1637–1695). 

Ferenc Wesselényi (1605–1667), 
Palatine of  Hungary. By Sándor 
Ádám Ehrenreich (1791–1844), 
copper and steel engraver

T he policy adopted by Palatine Ferenc 
Wesselényi petered out in the ill-considered 

revolt of  spring 1670, after which large-scale 
reprisals were taken against the nobles involved. 
Vienna suspended the constitution of  the 
Hungarian estates and imposed absolute rule. 
The leaders who had committed the crime of  
“succouring the Turks”, Ban of  Croatia Péter 
Zrínyi, Lord Chief  Justice Ferenc Nádasdy and 
Ferenc Frangepán were condemned to death and 
executed. Ferenc Rákóczi I was spared only upon 
payment of  an enormous ransom and surrender 
of  his castles.

Many noble and military participants in the 
plot escaped the reprisals by fleeing to Transyl-
vania and the occupied territories. The fugitive 
rebels eventually organised and recruited many 
other armed bands, becoming known as the Ku-
ruc. With the assistance of  Transylvania and the 
veiled or even open support of  the Ottomans, 
they launched attacks on Royal Hungary from 
their bases in Transylvania and the occupied ter-
ritories. In operations between 1672 and 1682, 
they brought about a state of  civil and religious 
war in the north and east of  the Kingdom.

The rebels’ attacks usually followed a standard 
pattern. Comprising mostly light cavalry, their 
formations galloped through Upper Hungary 
over a period of  a few weeks, forcing the major 
and preferably wealthy towns on their way to sur-
render and pay tribute. They were unable to hold 
the areas they captured, however, because they 
nearly always lost out in clashes with any sub-
stantial armed force sent against them.

The Kuruc movement scored its greatest suc-
cesses under the leadership of  Imre Thököly. 
With Transylvanian and Turkish support, the 
rebels’ operations between 1678 and 1681 gradu-
ally brought Upper Hungary under Kuruc con-
trol, and Thököly founded a new Ottoman vas-
sal state, granted the rank of  prince by the Ot-
tomans. 

The Kuruc movement carried on with fluctu-
ating intensity after the recapture of  Buda. Even 
during the Great Turkish War, it was clear that 
the Kingdom of  Hungary would have to make 
fundamental reforms of  its economic structure, 
judiciary and military apparatus. Modernisation 
of  the country’s government meant the suppres-
sion of  the institutions of  the estates and the 
curtailment of  noble privileges. Most of  the mili- 
tary estates were dismissed after the war, their 
privileges withdrawn, and the peasantry were 
weighed down by taxation and the demands of  
garrison troops.

Wheel-lock pistol, 17th century.  
The first reliable pistol. The wheel-lock 
was the first firing mechanism that did not 
require a slow-burning match.  
It was loaded through the muzzle with a 
ramrod. The mechanism had to be cocked 
with a separate key.  
When the trigger was pulled, the cocked 
spring mechanism rotated the knurled 
wheel, which made a spark from the pyrite 
mounted on it. This ignited the gunpowder 
placed in the pan above the wheel, and this, 
via the touchhole, ignited the rammed-down 
gunpowder charge in the breech, and the gun 
discharged.
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S tanding at the head of  these dissatisfied 
people was the largest landowner in the 

kingdom, son of  the family which had provided 
several princes of  Transylvania in the previous 
century, Prince Ferenc Rákóczi II. The rebelling 
nobles who based their organisation around 
him sought and established contact with the 
Habsburgs’ old enemy, King Louis XIV of  
France. The occasion for Rákóczi and the 
noble/national movement to launch their armed 
insurrection came in summer 1703, when most 
of  the imperial-royal troops were withdrawn 
from the country to fight in the War of  the 
Spanish Succession (1701–1714). They set out to 
unite with the French–Bavarian troops advancing 
along the Danube valley towards Vienna, but 
were also counting on Imre Thököly’s Kuruc 
soldiers, confined at that time in Turkish lands, 
who with the support of  the Ottoman Empire 
should have invaded Transylvania. 

Meeting with little resistance, the insurgent 
forces captured a large part of  the east and north 
of  the kingdom by the end of  1703, and early the 
next year crossed into Transdanubia. This land 
was particularly important for the rebels, because 
its possession would open up a realistic chance 
of  uniting with the French–Bavarian army in the 
first half  of  1704. Rákóczi’s generals, Sándor 
Károlyi and Simon Forgách invaded the region 
three times, but were unable to hold it.

The rebels also had varied success in Tran-
sylvania. The Ottomans did not openly support 
the movement, but made no attempt to stop 
Thököly’s former soldiers from passing through 
the border in small groups, thus providing crucial 
support for the Kuruc rebels. By summer 1704, 
the Transylvanian and Hungarian Kuruc forces 
had taken large areas under control, enabling 
some of  the Transylvanian estates to elect Ferenc 
Rákóczi II as their prince.

After the French–Bavarian armies suffered 
a decisive defeat from the united imperial and 
English forces at Höchstadt on 13 August 1704, 
the rebels’ hopes of  a quick victory evaporated. 

Peace talks with Vienna also proved fruitless, and 
so Rákóczi and his generals had to set themselves 
up for a protracted war. 

The political and legal basis for the rebellion 
was established at a reduced Diet held in Szé-
csény in autumn 1705, which set up, on the 
Dutch and Polish pattern, the “confederation of  
estates in Hungary” and elected Ferenc Rákóczi 
II as head of  the confederation.

Rákóczi and the guiding figures of  the con-
federation followed the imperial and feudal 
model in building their army. Units ranged from 
formations based on nobles’ military obligation 
to troops of  field and regular mercenary soldiers. 
Light cavalry, or hussars, accounted for two-
thirds of  total strength, and the infantry consist-
ed almost exclusively of  lightly-armed soldiers.

The main objective of  putting the military 
into a regular framework was to make up for the 
lack of  infantry experienced in regular tactics. 
These had always been lacking from the Hungar-
ian military owing to the old “division of  labour” 
in the imperial military apparatus.

The confederation decided in early 1705 to 
raise three regiments of  regular infantry and one 
of  cavalry, and the next year set up six regiments 
of  infantry and four of  dragoons. There were 
attempts to fill these formations with relatively 
combat-experienced, disciplined soldiers and to 
give them proper training and regular pay. The 
differences between regular and irregular regi-
ments in the confederation army arose not just 
in their training, but also in the way they were 
recruited and supplied.

The deficiencies in composition, weaponry, 
leadership and discipline cost the Kuruc army 
dear in open clashes with the enemy, as at Ko-
roncó in 1704, Nagyszombat in 1704, Zsibó (Ji-
bou, Romania) in 1705, Trencsén (Trenčín) in 
1708 and Romhány in 1710, where  they were 
defeated almost as a matter of  course. The cav-
alry usually quickly cut through the enemy lines, 
but the infantry, instead of  mopping up the re-
maining resistance, started looting. This gave the 

A brief  history  
of  the Rákóczi war of  independence

The meeting between Ferenc Rákóczi  II  
and Tamás Esze at the Verecke Pass, 14 June 1703.  

Painting by Endre Veszprémi (1925-), 1953. 
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Dutch and Polish pattern, the “confederation of  
estates in Hungary” and elected Ferenc Rákóczi 
II as head of  the confederation.

Rákóczi and the guiding figures of  the con-
federation followed the imperial and feudal 
model in building their army. Units ranged from 
formations based on nobles’ military obligation 
to troops of  field and regular mercenary soldiers. 
Light cavalry, or hussars, accounted for two-
thirds of  total strength, and the infantry consist-
ed almost exclusively of  lightly-armed soldiers.

The main objective of  putting the military 
into a regular framework was to make up for the 
lack of  infantry experienced in regular tactics. 
These had always been lacking from the Hungar-
ian military owing to the old “division of  labour” 
in the imperial military apparatus.

The confederation decided in early 1705 to 
raise three regiments of  regular infantry and one 
of  cavalry, and the next year set up six regiments 
of  infantry and four of  dragoons. There were 
attempts to fill these formations with relatively 
combat-experienced, disciplined soldiers and to 
give them proper training and regular pay. The 
differences between regular and irregular regi-
ments in the confederation army arose not just 
in their training, but also in the way they were 
recruited and supplied.

The deficiencies in composition, weaponry, 
leadership and discipline cost the Kuruc army 
dear in open clashes with the enemy, as at Ko-
roncó in 1704, Nagyszombat in 1704, Zsibó (Ji-
bou, Romania) in 1705, Trencsén (Trenčín) in 
1708 and Romhány in 1710, where  they were 
defeated almost as a matter of  course. The cav-
alry usually quickly cut through the enemy lines, 
but the infantry, instead of  mopping up the re-
maining resistance, started looting. This gave the 
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of  the Rákóczi war of  independence

The meeting between Ferenc Rákóczi  II  
and Tamás Esze at the Verecke Pass, 14 June 1703.  

Painting by Endre Veszprémi (1925-), 1953. 
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enemy commanders time and opportunity to put 
their confused troops back in order and go on to 
the counter-attack. The Kuruc officers did not 
have proper training in the methods of  regular 
warfare, and could not perform such operations. 
Conversely, regular officers were not competent 
in the harrying methods required in other tactical 
situations, and usually came out worse.

By taking advantage of  their numerical super-
iority, however, the Kuruc commanders were able 
to restore the strategic balance after a lost battle 
or failed manoeuvre by attacking in another part 
of  the country. They achieved their objectives by 
harassment tactics. These operations built on the 
speed and manoeuvrability of  the light cavalry, 
with infantry being carried on wagons where 
needed. They launched their larger operations 
mainly in areas where enemy forces were weak. 
General Sándor Károlyi avenged the defeat of  
Koroncó, for example, at Szentgotthárd, and 
in 1705, General János Bottyán compensated 
for the loss of  Transylvania with the capture of  
Transdanubia. In clashes with smaller imperial 
forces, where they usually encountered Serbian 
and Croatian soldiers with similar weapons and 
employing similar tactics, they usually came out 
on top, as at Szomolány (Smolenice, Slovakia) in 
1704, Győrvár in 1706 and Kölesd in 1708.

Although the strength of  the two sides be-
came more or less balanced after 1704, the impe-
rial forces had battle superiority throughout. The 
imperial command kept solid possession of  the 
key fortresses (Arad, Buda, Eszék, Esztergom, 
Győr, Komárom, Pétervárad, Pozsony, Szeged) 
along the rivers Drava, Sava, Danube, Tisza and 
Maros. This enabled them to send aid even across 
the Kuruc hinterland to forces under pressure 
in Transylvania or Hungary, as during the cam-
paigns of  Marshal Ludwig (Louis) Herbeville in 
1705 and Field Marshal Rabutin in 1706.

The burdens of  the protracted war, the series 
of  military defeats and the fading hope of  for-
eign assistance, combined with severe economic 
and financial troubles, led to a political crisis in 
the country. The dissatisfaction manifested at the 
Ónod Diet of  1707 could only be suppressed by 
armed force.

In autumn 1708, the continuing onslaught 
began to squeeze the Kuruc forces into the east 
of  the country. More and more people switched 

their loyalty back to the King, and the army re-
duced to half  of  the 60,000 it had had at the 
climax of  the struggle. They were obliged to 
abandon first the west of  Upper Hungary and 
then Transdanubia, and were forced out of  Tran-
sylvania in early 1708. As the military situation 
deteriorated, Rákóczi’s plans for alliances with 
Prussia and Russia ran aground, and the support 
of  Louis XIV was purely formal.

Although the successes in the War of  the 
Spanish Succession allowed the imperial com-
mand to double the size of  its forces in Hun-
gary, so that it could have could have finally put 
down the rebellion, the new monarch Joseph I 
(1705–1711) decided on a political settlement. A 
quick end to the war was urged by internal and 
foreign political developments, particularly the 
increasingly threatening conduct of  the Ottoman 
Empire. 

After long negotiations, a peace treaty was signed 
(Szatmár, 30 April 1711), guaranteeing impunity 
for the rebels and the return of  their estates. It 
recognised the individual and collective privileges 
granted by Rákóczi, guaranteed freedom of  
religion and referred the redress of  grievances 
among social orders to the Diet.

The remnants of  the Kuruc army, some 10-
12,000 soldiers, thrusting their flags into the 
ground but retaining their weapons, returned 
home. The former rebels were permitted to 
transfer into the imperial-royal army, retaining 
their rank. Many took up this option, but some 
two thousand joined foreign armed forces. Now 
that military commanders had recognised the ad-
vantages of  light cavalry tactics, Hungarian hus-
sars were welcomed with open arms throughout 
Europe. The former rebel soldiers had such an 
influential part in founding hussar regiments in 
Europe that in the first half  of  the 18th century 
“Kuruc” was often used as a synonym for Hun-
garian hussars.

Ferenc Rákóczi II, together with a few hun-
dred associates, rejected the amnesty offered to 
him and chose exile. He and those closest to him 
saw the independence of  Transylvania and in-
ternational guarantees as the only ways to assure 
peace, but in the balance of  power as it stood, 
their ideas were as illusory as continuation of  the 
struggle.

► ► 
Statue of  Ferenc Rákóczi as part of  
the Millenium monument in Heroes’ 

Square, Budapest  
(Photo: Veronika Dévényi)
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Kuruc horsemen attacking  
a pro-Habsburg post coach. 
By unknown painter, after the 
German painter Johann Moritz 
Rugendas (1802–1858). 

László Pataky (1857–1912): 
Kuruc advance party 

Memoirs of  Ferenc Rákóczi II  
– on 1703*

I am not afraid to declare before you, Eternal 
Truth, to whom I dedicate these Memoirs, that 
the purpose of  all of  my deeds was love of  
freedom and the longing to liberate my country 
from the foreign yoke. It was not revenge that 
drove me there, nor did I want to acquire a 
crown or prince’s throne, and neither had I an 
inclination to govern; I was guided only by the 
vain glory of  fulfilling my obligations to my 
homeland, and the worldly honour whose source 
is my natural generosity; this worked within me 
sinfully against you, O Lord, because all of  these 
motives concerned me and ended in myself.

* Excerpt from Rákóczi Ferenc: Vallomások – Emlékiratok 
(Ferenc Rákóczi: Confessions – Memoirs. Szépirodalmi 

Könyvkiadó, Budapest, 1979).

“With God for the homeland and for liberty.” 
– The military and diplomatic history of  the 

Rákóczi War of  Independence*

When Ferenc Rákóczi II crossed Hungary’s 
border in June 1703, there were only a few 
hundred embittered peasants awaiting him, led 
by Tamás Esze. Day by day thereafter, troops 
swept down from the hills, and in a few weeks 
several thousand had gathered. The nobility, 
fearing a peasant revolt, shut themselves in their 
castles and resisted. It was a while before they 
appreciated the presence of  Rákóczi behind 
the peasant bands and began to hear national 
demands behind those of  the peasants. The 
peasant rebellion gradually converted into a 
national war of  independence. Non-Magyar 
national groups in the country also joined in; the 
Serbs talked several times with Rákóczi’s agents, 
but ultimately promises made by Vienna kept 
them loyal to the Emperor-King. By the end of  
the year, Rákóczi’s troops had taken possession 
of  Upper Hungary (present-day Slovakia) and 
the central area of  the Great Plain, and marched 
into Transdanubia and Transylvania.  

The international constellation when the War 
of  Independence started was not unfavourable. 
The armed conflict which broke out in 1701 
and became known as the War of  the Spanish 
Succession divided the western part of  Europe 
into two camps. The French Bourbons and the 
Austrian Habsburgs both set their sights on the 
wealthy Spanish crown. The maritime powers, 
England and Holland, both supported Leopold 
of  Habsburg, and the Elector of  Bavaria and the 
Prince of  Savoy supported Louis XIV of  France. 
Hungary, taking up arms behind the Habsburgs’ 
backs, was thus a natural ally for the French, in 
whom Rákóczi invested great hopes for military 
support. After the first successes of  the War of  
Independence, Louis XIV did indeed make con-
tact with Rákóczi and gave him financial support, 
although this was largely symbolic. (It covered the 
bounty of  about 5000 soldiers, when there were 
already more than 70,000 fighting in the Kuruc 
army.)

The early years of  the fighting in the West 
brought success to the French. In spring 1703, 

a French army marched towards Vienna along 
the Danube, while Rákóczi’s army was fighting its 
way there from the east. The imperial court went 
through a desperate few weeks: if  the two armies 
united, Vienna would fall, and the Habsburg Em-
pire might disintegrate.

These hopes, however, were to be dashed. 
The Kuruc army reached the Austrian border in 
early 1704, but Bavarian Elector Maximilian Em-
manuel, commander of  the French army, instead 
of  marching directly on Vienna, turned towards 
Tyrol and became entrenched in a months-long 
guerrilla action. Before he could regroup, the 
English and Dutch forces lined up against him 
and Eugene of  Savoy and the Duke of  Marlbor-
ough halted the French advance at the Battle of  
Höchstadt. From then on, the French were grad-
ually forced back, and lost their chance of  joining 
the Hungarians. Vienna had been saved.

In response, Rákóczi suggested to Louis XIV 
that they try to set up a direct link via the Adriatic 
Sea and Croatia. This plan did not succeed, and 
French support became less and less dependable. 
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Memoirs of  Ferenc Rákóczi II  
– on 1703*

I am not afraid to declare before you, Eternal 
Truth, to whom I dedicate these Memoirs, that 
the purpose of  all of  my deeds was love of  
freedom and the longing to liberate my country 
from the foreign yoke. It was not revenge that 
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crown or prince’s throne, and neither had I an 
inclination to govern; I was guided only by the 
vain glory of  fulfilling my obligations to my 
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motives concerned me and ended in myself.
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“With God for the homeland and for liberty.” 
– The military and diplomatic history of  the 

Rákóczi War of  Independence*

When Ferenc Rákóczi II crossed Hungary’s 
border in June 1703, there were only a few 
hundred embittered peasants awaiting him, led 
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the central area of  the Great Plain, and marched 
into Transdanubia and Transylvania.  

The international constellation when the War 
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and became known as the War of  the Spanish 
Succession divided the western part of  Europe 
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of  Habsburg, and the Elector of  Bavaria and the 
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Hungary, taking up arms behind the Habsburgs’ 
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bounty of  about 5000 soldiers, when there were 
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The early years of  the fighting in the West 
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a French army marched towards Vienna along 
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through a desperate few weeks: if  the two armies 
united, Vienna would fall, and the Habsburg Em-
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The French king, faced with these difficulties, did 
not want to commit himself  to the Hungarians, 
and did not make an alliance with Rákóczi, who 
bore the title of  elected Prince of  Transylvania 
(1704–1711) and after 1705, by resolution of  the 
Széchény Diet, leading Prince of  Hungary.

Rákóczi appreciated that if  the Hungarian 
cause could not be raised into a European cause 
and he was left alone with the War of  Independ-
ence, he had little hope of  victory. He produced 
manifestos for the foreign public on the reasons 
and aims of  the war, and to counteract Habsburg 
propaganda launched a newspaper published in 
Latin, Mercurius Veridicus (Mercury the Truth-
Teller). His emissaries visited the Kings of  
Sweden, Prussia and Denmark, addressed the 
Polish Parliament and received audiences with 
the Pope, but received nothing but words of  en-
couragement. Nobody wanted to confront the 

Habsburgs for the sake of  the Hungarians. He 
tried to win over the Turks, but they showed no 
enthusiasm either. Tsar Peter I of  Russia, un-
der pressure from Swedish forces in the Great 
Northern War, was the only monarch who made 
a secret alliance with him, but this brought no 
military benefits. The War of  Independence was 
left to itself. 

The military balance between the Habsburg 
Empire and Hungary were tipped strongly in fa-
vour of  the former. Rákóczi went to much ef-
fort to form his soldiers, bold warriors but not 
accustomed to organised warfare, into a well-
equipped, disciplined regular army, but the young 
Kuruc groupings were not up to the test. In ma-
jor set battles, they came off  worse. They lost 
battles at Nagyszombat (now Trnava, Slovakia) 
in late 1704 and Zsibó (now Jibou, Romania) in 
1705, despite having numerical superiority.
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This led Rákóczi to start peace talks with Vi-
enna, first in Gyöngyös and later in Nagyszom-
bat. These were mediated by English and Dutch 
envoys who, as allies of  the Emperor, knew 
how much the 40,000 imperial soldiers fighting 
in Hungary were missed in the western theatre, 
how much it would help to have the tax contri-
bution from a country at peace, and how much 
need there was for Hungarian recruits. As Protes-
tants, they also had some sympathy with a coun-
try standing up against the Counter-Reformation. 
The talks went on for many months, but without 
result. The Kuruc rebels were prepared to re-
turn to rule by Vienna in return for guarantees 
of  constitutional and religious rights. The court, 
however, was unwilling to accept the guarantee 
of  foreign powers or the autonomy of  the Princi-
pality of  Transylvania, on which Rákóczi insisted. 

Although the country was left entirely on its own 
in the struggle, Rákóczi’s nation-building activity 
strengthened the feeling that they should make 
peace only on good terms. After the Ónod Diet 
of  1707 broke the internal opposition and de-
throned the Habsburgs, the fight went on.

*Excerpt from Péter Hanák (ed.) “Egy ezredév”
(One Millennium. Gondolat Kiadó, Budapest, 1986)
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JOHN MILTON (1608–1674), author of  Paradise Lost:

I am proud that England has close cultural ties to Hungary.

Mother-of-pearl inlaid wheel-lock 
pistol, second half  of  the 17th century. 
The whole surface of  the stock is inlaid 
with copper and mother-of-pearl. The 
end of  the trigger is reinforced with 
bone. 

“I am intent on the full happiness  
of  my country.”  

– State and social reforms during  
the Rákóczi War of  Independence*

Rákóczi clearly saw Hungary’s backwardness, for 
which, in his Memoirs, he claimed the Habsburgs 
were responsible. While he was fighting for the 
independence of  the country, he attempted 
by internal reforms to strengthen the state and 
society.

In his youth, he had read the latest French and 
Italian writings on the theory of  the state, and 
had them with him while in prison in Wiener 
Neustadt. Right from the beginning, he was in-
tent on building national absolutism. He wanted 
to restrict the political power of  the magnates and 
improve the lot of  disenfranchised classes. Part 
of  this programme was a promise to release the 
feudal bondage of  those peasants who took up 

arms. While the Habsburgs attempted to divide 
the population of  the country, Rákóczi strove for 
unity. To put an end to religious animosity, he re-
turned churches and schools to the Protestants 
and guaranteed equal rights for denominations 
and non-Magyar nationalities who supported the 
independence struggle.

In the early stages his confidants were drawn 
solely from the middle nobility. One of  these was 
his closest associate, Pál Ráday, first as personal 
secretary and later as Director of  the Chancellery, 
in charge of  foreign affairs. Ádám Vay, Captain 
of  the Court, and Pál Lányi, Commissioner for 
Armaments, were also from the middle nobility. 
Although the army was controlled by generals of  
aristocratic origins, Rákóczi did not permit them 
to interfere in politics.

The grumbling on this account by the aristoc-
racy, led by Bercsényi, came into the open at the 
Széchény Diet in 1705. A 25-member senate was 
formed to take charge of  the highest affairs of  
government and restrict Rákóczi’s power, and an 
Economic Council was made responsible for eco-
nomic affairs. The aristocracy were given places 
on these. Executive rights and central power re-
mained in Rákóczi’s hands, giving cause for the 
noble opposition, egged on by Vienna, to com-
plain of  suppression and neglect for noble privi-
leges. This was the main argument of  the opposi-
tion at the Diet of  Ónod of  1707.

The war of  independence ran into very se-
vere economic difficulties. The revenue from the 
Rákóczi estates was utterly inadequate to cover 
expenses, and the collection of  taxes in an im-
poverished country permanently under arms was 
highly constrained. Until then, the nobles had 
been exempt from taxation, and now Rákóczi 
made a law prescribing they take a share in taxa-
tion, driving a wedge into this outdated noble 
privilege.

Since the country did not have enough gold 
and silver coins, Rákóczi introduced copper 
coins at the beginning of  1704. The backward 
and primitive state of  industry (firearms had to 
be purchased from abroad), and the paralysis of  
trade by the war rendered the government un-
able to maintain the value of  the copper coins. 

Merchants would not accept them, and soldiers 
receiving their bounty in copper were in increas-
ing difficulties.

The divisions within society were increasingly 
felt within the army. Landowners tried to hold 
their bonded peasants from military service, 
and forced soldiers home by imposing burdens 
on other members of  their family. The peasants 
became increasingly dissatisfied and started to 
desert. Although the December 1708 Sárospatak 
Diet proclaimed the freedom of  bonded peas-
ants who fought with the army, and Rákóczi 
granted free peasant privileges to some bonded 
peasant villages, it was not enough to recover the 
lost zeal.

In autumn 1708, the Kuruc army lost a de-
cisive battle near Trencsén (now Trenčin, Slova-
kia). The long war had exhausted the country, 
and the economic troubles were compounded by 
the plague. After his victory in the West, the Em-
peror was able to send more and more troops to 
Hungary, and the Kuruc forces were increasingly 
forced back to the north-eastern corner of  the 
country.

Rákóczi still did not think that everything was 
lost. He thought he would be personally able to 
persuade Tsar Peter the Great to send military 
support. He set out in late 1710 and delegated 
command to Sándor Károlyi. With Rákóczi’s 

knowledge, Károlyi started negotiations with 
János Pálffy, commander-in-chief  of  the imper-
ial army appointed by Joseph I (1705–1711). 
Rákóczi looked on these talks as playing for time, 
but Károlyi recognised that the situation was mili- 
tarily hopeless and signed the Peace of  Szatmár 
in April 1711. The Kuruc rebels resumed their 
allegiance to the Habsburgs, and the Emperor-
King granted a full amnesty and promised the 
Hungarian estates that they could keep their 
constitutional and religious freedoms. On 1 May 
1711, the Kuruc forces laid down their arms on 
the Plain of  Majtény.

Rákóczi did not accept the peace, lacking as it 
did the provision of  independence and repeal-
ing all of  the social improvements made during 
the war. With a small number of  supporters, 
he went to Poland and then to the court of  the 
French king in Versailles, and in a final attempt 
to resume the war, to Turkey. There, in Rodosto, 
he died in 1735. A moving and literary account 
of  his last years of  exile is the epistolary diary of  
his former page, Kelemen Mikes.

*Excerpt from Péter Hanák (ed.) “Egy ezredév”  
(One Millennium. Gondolat Kiadó, Budapest, 1986)

Rákóczi-era 10- and 20-poltura coins,  
with armorial shield and crown on the 
obverse. (Károly Mészáros Collection)



329 THE RÁKÓCZI WAR OF INDEPENDENCE328FOR THE HOMELAND UNTO DEATH – 1100 YEARS

JOHN MILTON (1608–1674), author of  Paradise Lost:

I am proud that England has close cultural ties to Hungary.

Mother-of-pearl inlaid wheel-lock 
pistol, second half  of  the 17th century. 
The whole surface of  the stock is inlaid 
with copper and mother-of-pearl. The 
end of  the trigger is reinforced with 
bone. 
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peror was able to send more and more troops to 
Hungary, and the Kuruc forces were increasingly 
forced back to the north-eastern corner of  the 
country.

Rákóczi still did not think that everything was 
lost. He thought he would be personally able to 
persuade Tsar Peter the Great to send military 
support. He set out in late 1710 and delegated 
command to Sándor Károlyi. With Rákóczi’s 

knowledge, Károlyi started negotiations with 
János Pálffy, commander-in-chief  of  the imper-
ial army appointed by Joseph I (1705–1711). 
Rákóczi looked on these talks as playing for time, 
but Károlyi recognised that the situation was mili- 
tarily hopeless and signed the Peace of  Szatmár 
in April 1711. The Kuruc rebels resumed their 
allegiance to the Habsburgs, and the Emperor-
King granted a full amnesty and promised the 
Hungarian estates that they could keep their 
constitutional and religious freedoms. On 1 May 
1711, the Kuruc forces laid down their arms on 
the Plain of  Majtény.

Rákóczi did not accept the peace, lacking as it 
did the provision of  independence and repeal-
ing all of  the social improvements made during 
the war. With a small number of  supporters, 
he went to Poland and then to the court of  the 
French king in Versailles, and in a final attempt 
to resume the war, to Turkey. There, in Rodosto, 
he died in 1735. A moving and literary account 
of  his last years of  exile is the epistolary diary of  
his former page, Kelemen Mikes.
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Ferenc Rákóczi II’s entry to the 
Diet of  Ónod. Detail of  painting by 
Andor Dudits (1866–1944), 1895. 
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T he Jesuits’ plan failed: Rákóczi could not be 
alienated from his homeland. After a break 

of  six years, he paid his first visit to the family 
estates in Hungary in 1694, at the age of  18. Two 
years later, he returned to stay. Although he fled 
the Hegyalja Uprising, there gradually fermented 
within him the resolve to do something to help 
his homeland. He took his plans to Miklós 
Bercsényi, főispán (Lord Comes) of  Ung, and they 
agreed to approach Louis XIV of  France for 
support. He entrusted a Belgian-born captain in 
the imperial army, Francois Joseph Longueval, to 
carry his letters to the French court. Longueval 
betrayed him to Vienna. The imperial court, long 
suspicious of  Rákóczi, now had the evidence 
it needed, and had Rákóczi and his accomplice 
arrested on 18 April 1701. Below is the first letter 
he wrote to Louis XIV. According to the custom 
of  the time, the letter – written in French – is full 
of  exaggeratedly polite turns of  phrase.

Ferenc Rákóczi II’s letter  
to Louis XIV

“Your Majesty,

My family has often enjoyed the tokens of  your royal 
support, and Your Majesty has until now so generously 
taken into Your patronage those rulers of  Europe who 
have turned to Your Majesty, and so I may hope that 
in the present circumstances you will not refuse your 
assistance to my homeland, whose oppression is so well 
known. I therefore have no need to lay before Your 
Majesty the sad accounts of  this oppression to arouse 

Your Majesty’s sympathy and gain your good wishes: 
please be our father, supporter and liberator. That is how 
I have regarded Your Majesty for as long as sense had 
illuminated my eyes that I have wondered at the great 
things Your Majesty has done for the oppressed. For this 
reason I now come before Your Majesty to beg on behalf  
of  my country your further support, the benefits of  which 
we have so often felt. On no account, Your Majesty, would 
I presume to enter into a description of  our cause, of  
which Your Majesty undoubtedly has precise intelligence. 
I will say merely that the unity among us is as close as 
dissatisfaction is general; the religious conflicts and family 
disagreements detrimental to the interests of  the nation 
have been cast aside or ended, and the three estates, and 
with them the three religions, demand nothing more 
than to serve the commonwealth with heart and soul. 
Therefore, if  Your Majesty would be so kind as to grant 
assistance, there can be no doubt that the end result of  the 
support we request will be better than anything that has 
gone before. For myself, nothing would make me happier 
than to put the rank and honour which God has granted 
me to the service of  the glory of  Your Majesty, and I 
declare, Your Majesty that the disposition and respect 
towards the holy person of  Your Majesty I have inherited 
from my ancestors above all nourishes my devotion to 
Your Majesty. The noble gentleman who carries my letter 
once had the honour to serve Your Majesty, and now the 
privilege awaits him of  presenting information at greater 
length and expressing my deep respect, with which I am, 

Your Majesty,
your very humble, very obedient and very ready servant
Prince Ferenc Rákóczi”

Vienna, 1 November 1700

Ferenc Rákóczi II:  
Confessions (excerpt)*

“[…]The letter was written by my own tenants 
(iobagi), who secretly learned of  my escape, 
and when they heard I was in refuge in Poland, 
pleaded with those who went between us to go 
throughout the land until they found me, and to 
persuade me of  their loyalty and the readiness 
of  the entire Hungarian nation, because the 
fate of  a nation in tears, in the last stages of  
decay, depended on me. They said: we should 
not be astonished, because the people were 
straying like a flock without a pastor, and in 
their final desperation going from village to 
village banding together in common gatherings, 
praying to me, talking about me, investing hope 
in me; the German soldiery has withdrawn 
from the country, leaving only garrisons in 
the fortresses, surrounded by the determined 
people, and will be unable to resist for long; but 
now is the time to give help to the people; in 
past years many thousand Hungarians recruited 
into regiments have been taken to the Empire 
and to Italy; to replace them, the counties are 
being required to serve another 12,000; this will 
take away those of  the common people able to 
fight, and if  they are taken from the country, 
the old, the sick and the children who remain 
at home will not be fit to serve. This was an 
argument I could not dismiss, and what they said 
gave the impression that the first attacks would 
be very easy to launch, but also prompted the 
fear that such an initiative, without the material 
basis for continuation of  the war and the hope 
of  external assistance, may bring to the poor 
common people utter ruin rather than the hope 
of  better fortunes. In order to keep hearts in 
readiness, gain time, and be able to investigate 
the truth of  the statements made by the bearers 

of  the news, we decided, after exchanging 
thoughts, to send the above-mentioned equerry 
with them to visit the better-known persons and 
assure them I am alive and my heart is willing; 
there was a widespread belief  in Hungary I had 
been secretly killed in captivity and the story of  
my escape was a rumour set off  by the court to 
cover up the execution of  an innocent man; in 
addition: to observe the morale of  the common 
people, the numbers of  German soldiers and 
sundry similar. In the meantime, I laid the whole 
matter, as was reported to me, to the French 
court and ministers. In Dancka, I requested 
funds to be kept as cash for myself  so that I 
may hire troops, and requested that weapons 
and officers be held in reserve, to enable us 
to select from among the mass of  people now 
rising in hot blood and rage those most fit 
to be paid soldiers, and to form out of  them 
regiments which will initially be led by foreign 
officers. But they treated my proposals with as 
much indifference as those I made before; I do 
not know whether it was the merit of  my words 
of  the will of  the court which was wanting. 
Consequently, I turned to my Polish friends of  
high rank, and visited Prince Wiśniowiecki and 
Voivode Potocki of  Kiev, who happened to be 
present in their neighbouring estates, to ask who 
could join me, and in what strength.

The equerry returned towards the end of  
May and not only confirmed that what had 
been reported to me was true, they said that the 
news I was alive had so heightened the hopes 
of  the common people they could not long be 
held back; this, therefore, was the time to give 
a stronger sign of  my determination and to 
provide guarantees I would not let them down. 
Therefore, after enquiring about all the other 
matters I had entrusted the bearer of  news to 
discover, I resolved to request those who had 

Matchlock musket (copy), turn 
of  17th and 18th century. 
Handgun developed out of  the 
arquebus. The features that 
distinguish it from its predecessor 
are the elongated, tapered barrel, 
reduced weight and lock plate 
mounted on the wooden stock.

▲ 
Sabre with chain guard, early 

17th century. Attached to the hilt 
is a 9-piece chain guard to protect 

the hand. The scabbard is made 
of  leather-covered wood, with 

metal fittings.

From Ferenc Rákóczi’s writings*
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estates in Hungary in 1694, at the age of  18. Two 
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within him the resolve to do something to help 
his homeland. He took his plans to Miklós 
Bercsényi, főispán (Lord Comes) of  Ung, and they 
agreed to approach Louis XIV of  France for 
support. He entrusted a Belgian-born captain in 
the imperial army, Francois Joseph Longueval, to 
carry his letters to the French court. Longueval 
betrayed him to Vienna. The imperial court, long 
suspicious of  Rákóczi, now had the evidence 
it needed, and had Rákóczi and his accomplice 
arrested on 18 April 1701. Below is the first letter 
he wrote to Louis XIV. According to the custom 
of  the time, the letter – written in French – is full 
of  exaggeratedly polite turns of  phrase.

Ferenc Rákóczi II’s letter  
to Louis XIV
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My family has often enjoyed the tokens of  your royal 
support, and Your Majesty has until now so generously 
taken into Your patronage those rulers of  Europe who 
have turned to Your Majesty, and so I may hope that 
in the present circumstances you will not refuse your 
assistance to my homeland, whose oppression is so well 
known. I therefore have no need to lay before Your 
Majesty the sad accounts of  this oppression to arouse 

Your Majesty’s sympathy and gain your good wishes: 
please be our father, supporter and liberator. That is how 
I have regarded Your Majesty for as long as sense had 
illuminated my eyes that I have wondered at the great 
things Your Majesty has done for the oppressed. For this 
reason I now come before Your Majesty to beg on behalf  
of  my country your further support, the benefits of  which 
we have so often felt. On no account, Your Majesty, would 
I presume to enter into a description of  our cause, of  
which Your Majesty undoubtedly has precise intelligence. 
I will say merely that the unity among us is as close as 
dissatisfaction is general; the religious conflicts and family 
disagreements detrimental to the interests of  the nation 
have been cast aside or ended, and the three estates, and 
with them the three religions, demand nothing more 
than to serve the commonwealth with heart and soul. 
Therefore, if  Your Majesty would be so kind as to grant 
assistance, there can be no doubt that the end result of  the 
support we request will be better than anything that has 
gone before. For myself, nothing would make me happier 
than to put the rank and honour which God has granted 
me to the service of  the glory of  Your Majesty, and I 
declare, Your Majesty that the disposition and respect 
towards the holy person of  Your Majesty I have inherited 
from my ancestors above all nourishes my devotion to 
Your Majesty. The noble gentleman who carries my letter 
once had the honour to serve Your Majesty, and now the 
privilege awaits him of  presenting information at greater 
length and expressing my deep respect, with which I am, 

Your Majesty,
your very humble, very obedient and very ready servant
Prince Ferenc Rákóczi”

Vienna, 1 November 1700

Ferenc Rákóczi II:  
Confessions (excerpt)*

“[…]The letter was written by my own tenants 
(iobagi), who secretly learned of  my escape, 
and when they heard I was in refuge in Poland, 
pleaded with those who went between us to go 
throughout the land until they found me, and to 
persuade me of  their loyalty and the readiness 
of  the entire Hungarian nation, because the 
fate of  a nation in tears, in the last stages of  
decay, depended on me. They said: we should 
not be astonished, because the people were 
straying like a flock without a pastor, and in 
their final desperation going from village to 
village banding together in common gatherings, 
praying to me, talking about me, investing hope 
in me; the German soldiery has withdrawn 
from the country, leaving only garrisons in 
the fortresses, surrounded by the determined 
people, and will be unable to resist for long; but 
now is the time to give help to the people; in 
past years many thousand Hungarians recruited 
into regiments have been taken to the Empire 
and to Italy; to replace them, the counties are 
being required to serve another 12,000; this will 
take away those of  the common people able to 
fight, and if  they are taken from the country, 
the old, the sick and the children who remain 
at home will not be fit to serve. This was an 
argument I could not dismiss, and what they said 
gave the impression that the first attacks would 
be very easy to launch, but also prompted the 
fear that such an initiative, without the material 
basis for continuation of  the war and the hope 
of  external assistance, may bring to the poor 
common people utter ruin rather than the hope 
of  better fortunes. In order to keep hearts in 
readiness, gain time, and be able to investigate 
the truth of  the statements made by the bearers 

of  the news, we decided, after exchanging 
thoughts, to send the above-mentioned equerry 
with them to visit the better-known persons and 
assure them I am alive and my heart is willing; 
there was a widespread belief  in Hungary I had 
been secretly killed in captivity and the story of  
my escape was a rumour set off  by the court to 
cover up the execution of  an innocent man; in 
addition: to observe the morale of  the common 
people, the numbers of  German soldiers and 
sundry similar. In the meantime, I laid the whole 
matter, as was reported to me, to the French 
court and ministers. In Dancka, I requested 
funds to be kept as cash for myself  so that I 
may hire troops, and requested that weapons 
and officers be held in reserve, to enable us 
to select from among the mass of  people now 
rising in hot blood and rage those most fit 
to be paid soldiers, and to form out of  them 
regiments which will initially be led by foreign 
officers. But they treated my proposals with as 
much indifference as those I made before; I do 
not know whether it was the merit of  my words 
of  the will of  the court which was wanting. 
Consequently, I turned to my Polish friends of  
high rank, and visited Prince Wiśniowiecki and 
Voivode Potocki of  Kiev, who happened to be 
present in their neighbouring estates, to ask who 
could join me, and in what strength.

The equerry returned towards the end of  
May and not only confirmed that what had 
been reported to me was true, they said that the 
news I was alive had so heightened the hopes 
of  the common people they could not long be 
held back; this, therefore, was the time to give 
a stronger sign of  my determination and to 
provide guarantees I would not let them down. 
Therefore, after enquiring about all the other 
matters I had entrusted the bearer of  news to 
discover, I resolved to request those who had 
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come to me with the equerry to take back with 
them my letters patent, an open command and, 
as a sign of  my final determination and resolve, 
flags bearing my name which were to be unfurled 
after delivering my command so that the nation 
would know: those who had taken up arms were 
doing so not for gain but at my command. In 
the letters patent, I commanded them not to 
loot, not to commit acts of  violence against the 
nobles, and prescribed them other duties in ac-
cordance with reasonable military regulations 
and as necessary for the good of  their souls. In 
my confidential commands I instructed them to 
strive to coordinate their attacks so as to occupy 
one or more fortified places at one time; I was 
well aware of  the slothfulness of  the German 
guards and the indolence of  their officers, most 
of  whom, in their pursuit of  gain, neglected 
their military duties. Finally I reassured them – 
confirming it by oath – that I would not aban-
don those who obeyed my commands and, until 
help arrived from the King of  France, I would 
stand in readiness on the border with the army 
I could obtain from my friends. I added that it 
was my wish that the flags entrusted to their loy-
alty should not be unfurled until they received 
my final command; I did not send them so that 
they would immediately start the war, but so that 
their words might be believed by the people, 
who lacked information. After sending off  the 
heralds with these my commands I went on my 
way and sent the Count himself  to Warsaw to 
the French Ambassador de Bonac, to report to 
him that matters had come to a turning point; 
but also to ask the ambassador to provide some 
money, of  however trifling amount; to request 
this citing every holy and every profane thing 
so that I could distribute the money among the 
Polish dignitaries, and so that I may, with a few 
companies of  light cavalry and some Wallachian 
troops, in accordance with my oath, hasten to 
the people now unable to hold themselves back 
much longer and further kindle their hopes. In 
the meantime, I went to Lviv to the Voivode 
of  Kiev, and although it was somewhat unsafe 
to ride hither and thither with a company of  
no more than two servants, the rapidity with 

which things were moving towards an outcome 
demanded rapid action and change, and I en-
trusted my life to Thee, eternal Providence. The 
Voivode received me with his usual friendliness. 
His house was in the outer city but in a promi-
nent place, but his servants and guards were not 
up to the full complement when he received the 
news that a noble relative – of  whom he himself  
suspected of  intending to deal with me – was 
at a mile’s distance with his Wallachians, asking 
him to come out and talk. This aroused his utter 
indignation, and he immediately brought to me 
the news from the messenger; he was afraid that 
the sudden arrival of  his kinsman would make 
me suspicious in his eyes, and was utterly aston-
ished when I replied that I would be his travel-
ling companion. Utterly disregarding everything 
he might have said against it, I sat unbidden be-
side the Voivode in the carriage, and we set off. 
And so I entrusted myself  blindly to Thee, O 
Providence, infinite mercy, but I still lived in the 
darkness of  sin, and not knowing the right teach-
ing neither did I know that when I acted thus, 
I did so not because I trusted in Thee but be-
cause I hoped for Thy mercy in my own daring. 
The basis of  my act was vain heroism and the 
false boldness it presented. From his many acts 
I knew that he whom I had joined suffered from 
a similar obsession with glory, and I resolved 
to compete with him in boldness. And Thou, 
the source and beginning of  true boldness and 
heroism, certainly ordered the empty illusions 
sought elsewhere than Thyself  so that I would 
not deceive myself. When we came within sight 
of  each other, without either of  us knowing the 
other, I jumped from the carriage, stepped up 
to embrace him, and said: “I am of  your blood, 
though you do not know me; if  it is nonetheless 
true, I believe you do this because you think that 
I have done something unworthy of  either blood 
relation or friendship; I have therefore come be-
fore you to present myself  as someone who is 
worthy of  both.” And when, after these words, 
I told him my name, he stepped back somewhat 
and, truly abashed, blushing and with respect-
ful countenance, stepped towards me with great 
respect to receive my embrace; and from that 

time became my true friend. He admitted he 
had been offered 50,000 gold pieces for my life, 
but had not cared about that, he had been curi-
ous because, owing to his friendship with Prince 
James, he wanted to report something certain 
about me to him; but everything he had been 
told about me during my stay at Brezan was so 
confused that he could not make anything out 
for certain. We talked of  this and similar things 
with familial friendship while we were on our 
way back to Lviv, where Bercsényi was anxiously 
awaiting the outcome of  my reckless act; he ex-
pressed joy at my return, and next day started on 
his journey to Warsaw.

I travelled to Holesicze to visit the Voivode 
of  Belz; I had to stay in the border country so 
that I could find out as soon as possible what 
was happening in my homeland, and so staying 
there for about three days, I set out with the Pal-
atine’s lady to Drosdovice to visit Katski, a man 
living a true Christian life with his wife, at that 
time Palatine of  Podolia, and later of  Cracow.

Hardly had my letters patent and my flags 
been taken among the people than anticipation 
gave way to impatience for my arrival, there 
were murmurings, and in violation of  my com-
mands, they unfurled my flags and attacked no-
ble houses and nobles travelling on the highway. 
The six thousand men who had assembled (as 
was later reported to me) sent on their behalf  
a deputation led by István Majos, a young man 
from a pure noble family, to give me news of  
events and urge me to enter now if  I wanted to 
take advantage at the very outset of  the devoted 
love of  people longing for reform. They found 
me in Holesice. I therefore ordered that they go 
by a different route while I rode to Drosdov-
ice. This happened before Bercsényi could have 
arrived in Warsaw, and I was being urged not 

even to wait for his return, and to either start a 
war without soldiers and officers, with no weap-
ons or money, or to abandon the people who 
trusted in me. Lord, it is true that in my anxiety 
I asked Thee for advice, even though my sinful 
life made me unworthy of  it. Love of  my coun-
try, and the word I had given, were urging me 
on. I was driven by the fire of  youth and a desire 
not to rule but to serve the nation. My vision of  
the dangers before me, however, and my lack 
of  belief  in my own abilities, held me back. It 
seemed best advised for me to send a message 
to my aristocratic friends asking for the troops 
they had promised, to await the answer given to 
Bercsényi and French support, to nourish the 
soul of  the people by approaching the border, 
and thus to gain time. This was my resolute in-
tention, and it was also agreeable to the Pala-
tine, this valiant and highly experienced soldier 
who – together with all the people of  his land 
– was my great friend, and upon being joined by 
some of  his own guard of  light cavalry, I went 
on my way on 9 June, intending to proceed at a 
slow march. This was my resolute intention, but 
Thou determined otherwise.

I had been on my way for two days when, 
taking lunch in a small town, I received the sad 
news of  utter defeat; the people had fallen into 
confusion and made off  to the hills, raging and 
looting without leadership, and looking for me. 
Most of  their flags became the victors’ booty; 
there hardly remained two thousand under the 
remaining flags, the rest of  the crowd scat-
tered; time thus urged me to hasten to their aid 
and strengthen their wavering or even dejected 
hearts by my presence. This is Thy injunction, 
Lord, that plans men make without your author-
ship or support go thus awry. It is true, however, 
that in this difficult pass you gave me strength, 

Memorial medal of  the Ónod Diet, 
1889 remint in Körmöcbánya 
of  Daniel Warou’s contemporary 
original.
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come to me with the equerry to take back with 
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which things were moving towards an outcome 
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Kuruc cavalry flag with the coat  
of  arms of  the Rákóczi family

steeled my will, and I felt I was bold enough to 
set off  into the storm under full sail. I listened 
to the voice of  good sense, but all argument 
was cast aside by the impending threat; and so I 
threw myself  on my oath and my commitments, 
threw myself  into the vortex of  Thy providence 
and mercy, and proceeded at an increased pace, 
crossing the Rubicon, if  my memory is correct, 
on 13 June, sending ahead orders for the residue 
of  the fleeing army to await me on the border. I 
met with this residue on the 14th, upon reaching 
the border of  my country. It was then that I saw 
that the army consisted of  500 men armed with 

poor peasant muskets, clubs, scythes and lances. 
Then, in accordance with my word, I sent home 
the Palatine’s light cavalry, retaining no more 
than my loyal servant Pázmán and two equer-
ries. Here was the start of  the war in Hungary, 
the spark of  a great fire which, under Thy mer-
ciful guidance, burned for seven years.”

   *Excerpt from Rákóczi Ferenc: Vallomások – Emlékiratok 
(Ferenc Rákóczi: Confessions – Memoirs. Szépirodalmi 

Könyvkiadó, Budapest, 1979).

Memoirs  

of  Ferenc Rákóczi II – on 1711*

I wrote from the border to Károlyi ,who was away. 
I handed over command of  my troops to him, 
but I did not order the commander of  Munkács 
to obey him. The commander of  this fort was 
my the marshal of  my court and was resolved to 
the defence, but since he had been my comrade 
in captivity and was set free on very strict terms, 
I held him in too high a regard to put him at 
risk of  falling into the hands of  the Germans. I 
therefore persuaded him to relinquish command 
to Baron Sennyei, Chancellor of  the Senate. 
The commander of  the lower town was Colonel 
Szentiványi of  the Palace Guard. The fort had 

a garrison, artillery and victuals. I had also set 
up a mint there, and left everything required for 
minting coins...

    All of  the commanding generals, senators 
and every senior officer followed me to Poland. 
All of  my Transylvanian counsellors had gath-
ered on the border to do the same, and asked me 
only the barest essentials. But I told all of  them 
with love and honesty that I could not promise 
what was not assured for myself. I will never for-
get the pain with which they left me.

* Excerpt from Rákóczi Ferenc: Vallomások – Emlékiratok 
(Ferenc Rákóczi: Confessions – Memoirs. Szépirodalmi 

Könyvkiadó, Budapest, 1979).

Kuruc army lay down their arms at 
Nagymajtény, 1711. 

MONTESQIEU (1648–1755):

The Hungarian is famous for his love of  freedom, his noble and generous character,  
and his heroic courage. His hospitality is legendary.
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Ottomans lent a new timeliness to the crucial 
and recurring problems of  Hungarian national 
policy, the fateful questions of  the survival or 
extinction of  the Hungarian race and nation. 
The nation again had to choose between East 
and West, vassalage and independence, political 
division and unity. Recognition of  this situation 
drove into the same camp statesmen who had 
hitherto, by different routes, been following the 
same goal of  restoring the old Hungarian state.

Miklós Zrínyi – pupil of  Pázmány and 
uncle of  Rákóczi – recognised, with a poet’s 

inspiration, that only the nation was qualified 
to resolve these questions. With the faith of  a 
prophet, he proclaimed the necessity of  leaving 
the narrow and divergent paths of  German and 
Turkish policies and returning to the road of  
the singular Hungarian policy of  the Árpáds, 
Angevins and Hunyadis. He proclaimed 
that the Hungarian race and nation could be 
saved solely by the intrinsic strength of  the 
nation itself: by concentrating national forces, 
restoring political unity, building up a military 
organisation and preparing for government.

The veil has fallen from Rákóczi’s statue: his 
image cast in bronze calls an entire nation to 
remember and pay homage.
    The Regent of  the Kingdom and the people of  
the Kingdom have answered the call, bowed to 
the command, and are paying homage.
    Let us recall the memory of  Ferenc Rákóczi, 
Prince and man of  truth, the triumphant hero 
and exiled refugee.
    Let us contemplate his destiny, the mutability 
of  a life that exemplifies the eternal Hungarian 
destiny. We seek an answer: whence did he come 
and wherefore did he lead the Hungarian people? 
Why did he become a hero of  the nation, the 
revered ideal of  later Hungarian generations?

Let us bow to this figure, whom time has 
rendered an abstract ideal, but who nonetheless 
still lives among us. We ask: who was Ferenc 
Rákóczi, and what is he to us now? A life from 
history, or a timeless ideal? Flesh-and-blood man 
or abstract symbol? Reality or ideal? A fallible 
figure or, in the words of  Petőfi, “the saint of  our 
homeland”? Behind his bronze figure we seek the 
man and the ideal, so that we might take from 
them inspiration and wisdom.

Ferenc Rákóczi, scion of  a princely family, 
wealthy heir to proud traditions and immeasurable 
wealth, came into this world as the future leader 
of  Hungarian affairs.

His mind was one of  great goodness and 
sensitivity, given to deep thought, contemplation, 
deep religiosity, artistic perception, awareness of  
his calling, sense of  duty, force of  action, and 
persistent will. He had quick wits, deep insight, 
good critical judgement, a thirst for knowledge, 
a systematic turn of  thought, and excellent 
organisational abilities. The bitter experiences 
of  his childhood and youth made him into 
a solitary, inward-looking, unsociable youth. 
During his studies, he found relief  in the world 
of  art; he sought the company of  books rather 
than men; he researched the secrets of  nature 
and had a tendency to philosophy and religious 
contemplation. His religious faith and strong 
Catholic conviction were also nourished from 
the deepest wells of  the soul; he was free of  all 

formalism and all partialities removed from the 
essence of  his faith. The privacy of  his religious 
conviction and the inborn goodness of  his 
heart were expressed in his denominational 
tolerance and social sensitivity, his compassionate 
treatment of  Protestant complaints, his concern 
for the lot of  the bonded peasants, his self-
criticism and unselfishness, his forgiveness of  
individual weaknesses and his strict interpretation 
of  political morals. He constantly deepened his 
learning by self-education, and his moral notions 
were far above the level of  his contemporaries. 
He strove to raise the Hungarian people, by 
criticism of  their characteristic Hungarian errors, 
to a higher moral level.

His personality and his upbringing held him 
back from political involvement. But when he 
learned of  the grievances of  his nation and the 
sufferings of  his people, he did not hesitate in 
undertaking the task history assigned him.

His political outlook was defined both by his 
family traditions and the new state of  affairs 
which had set in following the expulsion of  the 
Turks and the passage of  the law of  succession.

His personality combined the blood and 
traditions of  the leaders of  two political 
parties. On his father’s side stood the Rákóczis 
and the Báthoris, princes of  Transylvania, 
who had struggled for their little country’s 
independence and for equal rights among 
Christian denominations; they saw the 
guarantee of  the survival of  the nation in the 
ancient noble right of  armed resistance. On his 
mother’s side were the Zrínyis and Frangepáns, 
who saw the expulsion of  the Turks as an 
opportunity to reincorporate Transylvania 
and restore the territorial integrity of  the 
country; they saw the key to the future as 
political unity based on Catholicism and loyalty 
to the king. Until the mid-17th century, these 
two political orientations – as held by Gábor 
Bethlen and Péter Pázmány – were at odds 
with each other. They found common cause 
in the second half  of  the century. The violent 
system of  government of  imperial absolutism 
and the renewed attempts at conquest by the 

 
Prince Ferenc Rákóczi II*

Equestrian statue of  Ferenc 
Rákóczi II  
at the southern part of  
Kossuth Square  
(Photo: Veronika Dévényi)
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After the early death of  that great poet-
soldier, nobody came forward to carry on the 
new Hungarian policy. Political life and general 
society were again pervaded by the spirit of  the 
age of  religious wars. The empire of  St Stephen 
was divided up among four powers: Emperor 
and King Leopold, Sultan Mohamed, Prince 
Apafi, and Imre Thököly, who established his 
own domain in the lands of  Upper Hungary. The 
nation itself  was under threat from both Germans 
and Turks. The Hungarians were exhausted in 
strife between kuruc and labanc parties, and 
the internal conflicts and external promptings 
combined to reduce them to the tools of  these 
powers. When the foreign generals of  the 
imperial army took control of  the country after 
the expulsion of  the Turks, the unconstitutional 
government impeded every Hungarian-oriented 
political movement.

In a country whose territory, population and 
government was so divided and deprived of  all 
autonomy, an unmistakeable historic duty fell to 
the son of  Ferenc Rákóczi and Ilona Zrínyi, by 
virtue of  his father’s name, the memory of  his 
forebears, the traditions of  his family, and his 
princely wealth. Since his callow youth, he had 
been talked about in noble circles as the leader 
the poor peasant people had been seeking and 
the defender of  national independence, the 
ancient constitution, religious freedom and the 
oppressed common people. When he returned 
to his homeland at the age of  eighteen, nobles 
and peasants alike welcomed Ferenc Rákóczi 
as a liberator, and he took up the role without 
hesitation. His talent was called upon to carry 
on the work of  the great and ancient kings in 
building, organising and improving the country, 
and to realise the vision of  Miklós Zrínyi. But 
at that time, defence of  national interests and 
national laws necessitated armed rebellion. 
Rákóczi undertook this duty also. He set out on 
the toilsome road of  the liberating hero with 
unbending faith in his nation and his calling to 
champion its cause.

He declared himself  the political heir of  the 
princes of  Transylvania – Bocskay, Bethlen and 
the two George Rákóczis. In taking up his arms 
to defend the constitution, religious freedom 
and Transylvanian independence, he cited the 
right of  resistance, which he was convinced had 
been unlawfully forfeited. But inwardly, he was 
an adherent of  Miklós Zrínyi’s ideas of  greater 

Hungary, and a vision of  the freedom of  the 
whole of  Hungary was always before his eyes as 
the ultimate goal. From his actions upon election 
as Prince of  Hungary and thereafter, his work of  
military organisation, the details of  his diplomatic 
negotiations, we may have no doubt that if  he 
had come out victorious, over rule by the House 
of  Habsburg or other elected king, he planned 
to realise his conception of  an independent 
Hungarian state.

[…] Drawing on his sense of  humanity and 
political wisdom, he made a departure from 
the laws laid down by Werbőczy and admitted 
peasants into the army of  privileged nobles, 
thus making them his allies and giving them 
his protection, breaking down, if  for a short 
time, the sharply-drawn boundaries defining 
the estates, and created a more comprehensive 
concept of  nation. Although the time was not 
yet right for an integral resolution of  the bonded 
peasant question, the status of  the peasantry was 
raised by calling them to military service, and 
their lives made more bearable by moderating 
the taxation system. Rákóczi’s policies and 
governance engendered a universal sense of  
national belonging, embracing lord and peasant, 
rich and poor, noble and bondsman, which was 
also expressed in life in Kuruc camps and the 
poetry that it gave rise to. Neither Rákóczi nor the 
people forgot that his first army was an army of  
peasants, and he himself  was the warm-hearted 
patron of  the peasant people.

Rákóczi carefully weighed up the inter-
national and domestic political situation 
before taking his actions. The time he chose 
was most fortunate in both these respects: 
the War of  the Spanish Succession was at a 
critical point, and internal dissatisfaction was 
coming to a head. His idea of  an alliance with 
France, and his demands for an international 
guarantee of  Transylvania’s independence and 
the repeal of  the Habsburg law of  succession, 
may look unrealistic to us now, knowing the 
outcome, and Rákóczi has often been accused 
of  rashness and having an inadequate sense 
of  political reality. But in that situation, at 
that time, both the alliance and the demands 
were very practical prospects, as proved by the 
extraordinary military successes of  the early 
years and the fervour with which Hungarians 
of  all orders flocked to Rákóczi’s banner. The 
main proof  of  Rákóczi’s sense of  political reality 

was his organisation of  the army. Like Miklós 
Zrínyi, he saw a standing Hungarian army as the 
first and overriding condition for success, but 
unlike Zrínyi, he realised something not seen 
since the time of  King Matthias: an independent 
Hungarian army. He also set up a flourishing 
military industry to supply it. It was not him but 
rather the estates’ attitude and his aristocratic 
generals, unschooled in modern warfare that 
can be blamed for the frustration of  his efforts 
to create a standing regular army with modern 
warfighting capabilities. We now know that 
Rákóczi was not only the driving force behind the 
Kuruc campaigns, he had a talent for generalship 
which did justice to the legacy of  his ancestors. 
Unfortunately, he underestimated himself, giving 
more sway than he should have to the word of  
the experienced generals whose appreciation of  
military science paled in comparison to his own. 
The Kuruc army, which swelled sometimes to 
60,000-100,000 men, the successes of  that army, 
the military workshops from which equipment 
flowed, and the princely court and its offices all 
attest to Rákóczi’s brilliant organisational abilities. 
How sad that this great Hungarian organiser was 
never able to exercise his abilities in the field of  
government and administration.

The war of  liberation brought Hungary to the 
threshold of  a new era. The time was right to 
introduce a modern system of  government and 
state administration. Rákóczi would undoubtedly 
have been the ideal figure to address this great 
task, but for practical military reasons he was 
forced to compromise with the feudal view. The 
confederate constitution based on the Polish 
model and passed by the Diet of  Szécsény, far 
from promoting progress, would have impeded 
or even reversed it. The estates – seeing the 
modern system of  government in the expression 
of  absolutism as a tool of  suppression of  the 
nation – were distrustful of  any innovation, 
and rigidly opposed their Prince’s attempts to 
strengthen central power. […] The eight-year 
national struggle for Hungarian liberty, fought 
with such fervour and self-sacrifice, so much 
faith and strength, such heroism and loyalty, 
came to an end on the plain of  Majtény. The 
heroes of  the War of  Independence were forced 
to compromise, and bow down to superior 
force. But the great struggle was not without 
result. Rákóczi’s action, the universal national 
movement it gave rise to, and its success, were 

powerful expressions of  the Hungarian nation’s 
sensibilities and strengths. Vienna was forced to 
take this to heart. After Rákóczi, pan-imperial 
policy was no longer pursued by the ruthless 
means which had proved fatefully flawed; the 
imperial government did not give up its efforts, 
but turned to more gentle measures.

Ferenc Rákóczi failed, but it was an uplifting 
failure, and the noble features of  his personality 
rose to their full magnificence only in exile. His 
rejection of, indeed contempt for, worldly wealth, 
his self-denial and noble humility, a morality that 
raised him to great intellectual heights, and his 
hopeless but persistent struggle in the service of  
the great Hungarian aims he had set himself, made 
the banished Rákóczi into the ideal embodiment 
of  self-sacrificing patriotism and Hungarian 
national independence.

His contemporaries bowed to the Empire and 
acquiesced in the defamation of  his memory. But 
his name lived on in the minds of  the people, and 
when the nation again unfurled the banner of  
independence and espoused great ideals, it was 
the memory of  Rákóczi that symbolised these. 
After constitutional rule was restored in 1790, 
the “Rákóczi Song” was heard all over the land.  
When the oppressed nation set up the Hungarian 
Army, going to war to the Rákóczi March in 1848, 
our inspired poets – Petőfi and Arany – fired 
the nation with Rákóczi’s name. Veneration of  
Rákóczi became a cult in the next half  century: 
the Hungarians of  the post-Compromise period 
found in him the historical symbol of  freedom 
and national self-government.

We, the Hungarians of  the Trianon, ad-
mire in Ferenc Rákóczi one of  the greatest 
representatives of  the Hungarian national 
interest, the embodiment of  the ideal of  national 
independence, and the herald of  a concept of  the 
nation which breaks through class barriers and 
expresses the racial, national and cultural unity 
of  the Hungarian people, both those within and 
those beyond the borders.

We see in him the embodiment of  living 
national conscience, national self-belief, national 
self-sacrifice, active national strength and con- 
structive national will, without which the 
nation can have no life. With him will come the 
resurgence! 

   * Bálint Hóman: speech at the unveiling of  the statue to 
Ferenc Rákóczi II on 1 May 1937.
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E mperor and King Joseph I died during 
the negotiations of  the Peace of  Szatmár. 

He was succeeded by his younger brother,  now 
the only surviving male member of  the family, 
who acceded to the Hungarian throne under the 
name Charles III (Charles IV as Emperor, 1711–
1740), having previously been heir apparent to 
the Spanish throne. The combination of  the 
Austrian and Spanish inheritance in one person 
was not in the interests of  the European powers, 
causing Great Britain and Holland to terminate 
the alliance they had made with Vienna in the 
War of  the Spanish Succession, and by the Peace 
of  Utrecht in 1713 restricted the Habsburgs to 
the countries of  the Danube. For the Empire 
to remain a great power, the internal affairs of  
Hungary had to be put in order.

 After the War of  Indepen‑ 
dence, the Vienna govern‑ 
ment refrained from Leo‑ 
pold’s aggressive policy of  
assimilation. Hungary retained 
its formal separateness within 
the Empire, but its ministries 
operated from Vienna and 
their independence was super‑ 
ficial. The Council of  State or 
the Confidential Conference 
decided in all essential mat‑ 
ters, and neither of  these had 
any Hungarian members. 
Administration was carried 
out by the new Consilium Lo‑ 
cumtenentiale in Buda headed 
by the Palatine. Since no male 
Habsburg stood in line to 
the throne after Charles III, 
the Diet was required to pass 
the “Pragmatica Sanctio” 
law in 1722, providing for 
succession of  the House of  

Habsburg in the female line, the “indivisible and 
inseparable” unity of  the lands under Habsburg 
rule. The law also, however, confirmed the 
constitutional independence of  Hungary.

The hundred‑and‑fifty‑year Turkish occu‑ 
pation and the wars had greatly reduced the 
population of  the kingdom. The population of   
4 million in the time of  Matthias Corvinus shrank 
to about 3.5 million at a time when the population 
of  Europe increased from 80 to 130 million. It 
was above all the Magyars of  the Great Plain and 
the river valleys who had perished. The formerly 
densely‑inhabited areas in the south of  the Great 
Plain had become abandoned steppeland. 

The people who had fled the Turks to Upper 
Hungary began to return at the end of  the 17th 

Settlement and reconstruction in the 18th century

Hussar standard-bearer,  
18th century 

Front and back sides of  the regiment owner’s standard  
in the imperial and royal ”Regent Prince” 5th Hussar Regiment, 1814–1845
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century. Nonetheless, repopulation was mainly 
effected by external settlement. The court sought 
out Catholic towns and villages in Germany. 
Settlement was partly for political motives, to 
weaken the Magyar elements. The Germans were 
received into villages newly built and equipped 
at great expense, laid out on a regular plan, and 
offered tax exemption for several years, especially 
on the crown estates in Temes. There were as 
many as one million Germans settled in the Banat 
during the century. That was when the German 
villages in the Bakony and Vértes areas and 
around Buda were founded, and the continuous 
German‑inhabited parts of  the counties Tolna, 
Baranya, Banat and Bácska. 

Some large landowners followed the govern‑ 
ment’s example in settling Germans, so that 
nearly every part of  the country eventually had 
German communities. There was also spon‑ 
taneous immigration on a large scale. The flow 
of  southern Slavs from the Balkans, fleeing the 
Turks, had started in the early 1500s, and went 
on throughout the hundred and fifty years of  
the occupation. That was when the Croatian 
villages of  South Transdanubia and the Serbian 
settlements in Syrmia and between the Danube 
and the Tisza were founded. Some West Hun‑ 
garian magnates resettled entire bonded‑peasant 
villages from Croatia. Leopold I issued a great 
charter permitting the settlement of  40,000 
refugee Serb families. They were granted full self‑
government, elected their own elders and freely 
practised their Greek Orthodox faith. There was 
an influx of  Romanians from the east – from 
Moldova and Wallachia, fleeing into Transylvania 
from the tyranny of  voivodes imposed on them 
by the Turks. Their numbers were so great that 
by the 1750s, Romanians made up half  of  the 
population of  Transylvania. Slovaks moved 
from Upper Hungary to the Pest area and Békés 
County. 

Through settlement and immigration, the 
population rose to 8 million by the end of  
the century. It resulted in Magyars being in 
a minority in Hungary. From 80‑85% in the 
Middle Ages, their relative numbers fell to 45%. 

This was when multi‑racial Hungary was born, 
a major factor in the fortunes of  the country 
thereafter. 

The imperial government did everything 
it could to tie the Hungarian magnates, who 
had hitherto stood at the head of  the national 
movements, to Vienna. More and more aris‑ 
tocratic families moved to the imperial capital, 
intermarried with Bohemian and Austrian fa‑ 
milies, only rarely visited their estates in Hun‑ 
gary, and lost almost all connection with the 
Hungarian people. The court was also successful 
in ensuring that the key Catholic clergy, put in a 
privileged position by the Counter‑Reformation 
policy, came from aristocratic families loyal to 
the court. The aristocratic elite of  the country 
increasingly supported crown policy.

The weakening of  internal resistance was also 
helped by the distribution of  the Rákóczi estates 
almost exclusively among the sons of  Austrian 
and Czech families. The Diet dutifully made them 
Hungarian subjects. 

A wide military defence zone was established 
along the south of  the country and was under 
the direct administration of  the Military Council 
in Vienna. The Principality of  Transylvania was 
abolished, but not re‑annexed to Hungary. Its 
former lands, Transylvania and the Partium, were 
governed as a separate province, again from 
Vienna.

The increased taxes and the work of  rebuilding 
increased the burden on the peasants. Suffering 
the almost unlimited oppression of  their land‑ 
owners, the peasants of  Békés County, joining 
forces with the disillusioned Serbian peasants of  
the military border zone, rose up in the name of  
Rákóczi in 1735 (the Békésszentandrás rebellion, 
also known after a Serb captain of  the border 
guard, Pero), but they were put down and cruel 
reprisals were taken against their leaders.

For three generations, however, no external 
war impinged on the country, and the ravaged 
land could be rebuilt. The population doubled, 
the newly‑settled Great Plain was again put 
under cultivation, and there emerged the Baroque 
townscapes we see today.

 
◄◄  
Ferdinánd Vidra (1814–1879): 
Pannonia. An allegory of  Hungary 
flourishing as part of  the Habsburg 
Empire. The book in the right hand of  
Pannonia has a verse by János Garay:  
“Behind, the past on fields of  fame   
A veil of  blood cast o’er its glory  
Ahead a sky of  crimson flame   
Bright promise of  the future story” 
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century. Nonetheless, repopulation was mainly 
effected by external settlement. The court sought 
out Catholic towns and villages in Germany. 
Settlement was partly for political motives, to 
weaken the Magyar elements. The Germans were 
received into villages newly built and equipped 
at great expense, laid out on a regular plan, and 
offered tax exemption for several years, especially 
on the crown estates in Temes. There were as 
many as one million Germans settled in the Banat 
during the century. That was when the German 
villages in the Bakony and Vértes areas and 
around Buda were founded, and the continuous 
German‑inhabited parts of  the counties Tolna, 
Baranya, Banat and Bácska. 

Some large landowners followed the govern‑ 
ment’s example in settling Germans, so that 
nearly every part of  the country eventually had 
German communities. There was also spon‑ 
taneous immigration on a large scale. The flow 
of  southern Slavs from the Balkans, fleeing the 
Turks, had started in the early 1500s, and went 
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government, elected their own elders and freely 
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Moldova and Wallachia, fleeing into Transylvania 
from the tyranny of  voivodes imposed on them 
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by the 1750s, Romanians made up half  of  the 
population of  Transylvania. Slovaks moved 
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thereafter. 
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For three generations, however, no external 
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land could be rebuilt. The population doubled, 
the newly‑settled Great Plain was again put 
under cultivation, and there emerged the Baroque 
townscapes we see today.
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A fter the Treaty of  Szatmár in 1711, 
Hungary became part of  an enormous 

European empire. One factor which motivated 
the Empire to conclude the treaty was the 
anticipated renewal of  the Turkish peril, which 
required it to establish peace in the hinterland. 
Despite the Treaty of  Karlóca, Temesköz 
remained in Ottoman hands, which left open 
the chance for the Ottoman Empire, which still 
had substantial military strength, to attempt to 
recapture the territory it had lost in the previous 
wars. The pretext was the war which the Ottoman 
Empire launched against the Republic of  Venice 
in 1714. In 1716, an alleged Ottoman force of  
150,000 crossed the Sava at Zimun and started 

northwards. The main imperial army under 
Eugene of  Savoy clashed with the main 
Turkish army at Pétervárad (Petrovaradin, 

Serbia) on 5 August and won a resounding victory 
over them. Soon afterwards, he recaptured 
Temesvár (Timişoara, Romania), and in 1717, 
nearly two hundred years after its loss, Belgrade. 
He also succeeded in repelling a Tartar incursion 
into Transylvania, and the Treaty of  Požarevac 
in 1718 completed the liberation of  historical 
Hungary. The Ottomans also had to relinquish 
the north of  Bosnia and Serbia.

The 1736–1739 war with the Ottomans was 
less successful. After 1738, the war again raged 
on Habsburg Empire territory, and the defeat 
at Belgrade on 22 July 1739 led to peace terms 
involving the loss of  the lands across the Sava and 
Danube, including Belgrade. The guns then fell 
silent in the region for the next fifty years, and 
the border between the Habsburg and Ottoman 
Empires effectively became permanent.

From rebels to saviours of  the Empire 
– Hungarian soldiers of  the 18th century

Remint of  Maria Theresia’s 1780 
thaler. The inscription means:  

With justice and mercy.  
The coin was legal tender in many 
African countries up to the middle  

of  the last century (from the collection 
of  Károly Mészáros)

Our life and blood!  
The Hungarian estates  
pledge their assistance  

to Maria Theresia, 1741
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Portrait of  Maria Theresia
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The territory of  Hungary therefore greatly 
expanded, but the recovered lands were not put 
under a single administration. Transylvania, which 
came under Habsburg rule in 1690, was governed 
separately, as were the Habsburg Military Fron‑ 
tiers, established in the early 17th century but only 
formed into an administrative unit in the 18th. 
The Frontiers combined the southern and eastern 
border areas of  the Habsburg Empire where a 
separate military organisation was built up after 
the expulsion of  the Ottomans.

Charles III, who came to the throne after 
the Treaty of  Szatmár, broke with the violent 
assimilative policy of  his predecessors. He there‑ 
fore restored Hungary’s traditional government 
in which the King and the estates jointly decided 
the main issues of  domestic policy.

Charles III had no male progeny, and had to 
make arrangements for his daughters to follow him 
on the throne in such a way as to inherit all parts 
of  the Empire undivided. Charles III managed 
to have this claim recognised by the sovereigns 
of  Europe, but when he died, Frederick II of  
Prussia mobilised his forces and invaded Silesia, 
one of  the most industrialised provinces of  the 
Habsburg Empire. It seemed after Frederick’s 
attack that the Empire was facing calamity. Then 
Queen Maria Theresia resolved on a course of  

action that would have been inconceivable only 
a few decades previously. At the Hungarian Diet 
in Pozsony (Bratislava) she called before her the 
representatives of  the estates and vividly laid 
before them the peril facing her royal house and 
the Empire. The estates, crying “Our life and 
blood for our Queen!” voted the recruits and war 
tax needed for the Imperial and Royal Army. In 
the War of  the Austrian Succession (1740–1748) 
and the Seven Years’ War (1756–1763), thousands 
of  Hungarian soldiers shed their blood to defend 
the Empire and recover Silesia. Despite many 
military successes, the wars achieved almost 
nothing, only the Spanish Netherlands (the future 
Belgium), lost after the War of  Succession was 
returned to Habsburg possession. 

It was a Hungarian soldier, Ferenc Nádasdy, 
who took the credit for one of  the finest victories 
of  the Seven Years’ War. Standing on the right 
wing of  the Imperial army at Kolin on 18 June 
1757, his forces halted the attack of  Frederick 
the Great’s advance. In four cavalry charges, he 
swept the Prussian cavalry from the field, and 
routed the thereby‑exposed Prussian infantry. 
The Prussian army lost 14,000 men in the battle. 
To commemorate this victory, Maria Theresia 
founded the Military Order of  Maria Theresia, 
and Nádasdy was among the first to be awarded it.

Hadik András táborszer- 
nagy arcképe 

Hungarian hussars  
fighting the French in 1746

Lieutenant General Ferenc Nádasdy, hero of  the Battle of  Cologne
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No Hungarian soldier involved in these wars 
rose higher in the army of  the Habsburg Empire 

than András Hadik, born into a minor noble 
family in Upper Hungary. He performed his 

most famous military feat after the Battle 
of  Kolin in 1757. With a small army of  
3000 infantry, 1100 hussars, 1000 German 

cavalry and 6 cannon, he started out from 
Elsterwerda on 11 October to capture Berlin be‑ 
hind the Prussian lines. He reached the Prussian 
capital on 16 October, and launched an assault 
that broke through the Silesian Gate and partly 
routed and partly captured the Prussian garrison. 
After holding the city to ransom, he set off  to 
rejoin the main army, having to move quickly 
to avoid being caught in the pincer movement 
launched by Frederick. He left Berlin on 17 Oc‑ 
tober, and in a forced march returned safely on 
19 October. The operation had secured a ransom 
of  300,000 thalers and taken several hundred 
prisoners. In recognition of  his bold venture, he 

Capture of  the village  
of  Oynak in the 1789  
Turkish campaign

received the Grand Cross of  the Military Order 
of  Maria Theresia.

The last war against the Ottomans was 
launched by Joseph II in alliance with Russia in 
1787. It resulted in the recapture of  Belgrade on 
8 October 1789, but when the peace treaty was 
signed in Sistovo in 1791, the Habsburg Empire 
was obliged to renounce the territories it had 
occupied.

How is it that the Hungarian nobility, who at 
the start of  the 18th century had sought an alliance 
with France, stood so solidly behind Habsburg 
rule? It was above all the conviction among the 
Hungarian political elite that the Empire wanted 
to liberate Hungary from nearly two hundred 
years of  Ottoman rule, and after 1711, they did 
not even fear being left out of  the government 
of  the country. In the years that followed, the 
government of  the Empire was able to fulfil 
this intention, and was capable of  defending the 
territory it had recovered.

Portrait of  Feldzeugmeister (General) András Hadik
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U pon the death of  Joseph II in 1790, the 
Imperial and Royal Army had a total 

strength of  300,000. Its complement included 11 
infantry regiments and 9 hussar regiments raised 
in Hungary and Transylvania. Hungary provided 
a further 4 infantry and 2 hussar regiments in 
1798. The same year, the infantry regiments of  
the Military Frontiers were given their numbering 
– 1 to 17. Another Hungarian regiment, the 12th 
Hussars, was established in 1799. The Turkish 
war of  1788–1789 severely drained the army’s 
resources, and its unity was challenged by the 
national movement which arose in response to 
Joseph II’s absolutist rule: in 1790, the officers of  
one regiment of  hussars, including Lt.‑Col. Count 
György Festetich and Captain János Laczkovics, 

asked the Diet to request the King’s permission 
for Hungarian regiments to be stationed at home 
during peacetime and for Hungarian to be made 
the language of  command.

The Habsburg Empire’s involvement in the wars 
against France started in 1792 with a declaration 
of  war which France sent to Emperor Francis II 
(who was Francis I of  Hungary and Bohemia). 
From then on, the Habsburg Empire, including 
Hungary, was involved in all the coalition wars up 
to 1805, and then between 1809 and 1815. The 
Hungarian infantry and hussar regiments fought 
in the theatres of  war in the Rhineland, the 
Netherlands and Italy. They played a decisive part 
in the victory at Neerwinden on 14 March 1793, 
and at Fleurus on 26 June 1794. For some time in 

1796, Hungarian Field Marshal József  Alvinczy 
held the position of  army commander in the 
Italian theatre, and the fighting there involved 
seven infantry and three hussar regiments from 
Hungary. Alvinczy also led the imperial forces 
against Napoleon in the defeats at Arcole on  
15‑17 November 1796 and Rivoli on 14 January 
1797. In the 1799 Italian campaign, Lt.‑Gen. Pál 
Kray was the commander of  the imperial forces for 
some weeks, and scored a victory over the French 
at Magnano on 5 April. He also held the office of  
chief  of  staff  of  the imperial army in Germany 
for some time in 1800. In 1805, Dániel Mecséry 
led the rearguard of  the retreating Imperial forces 
at Eschenau and received 14 wounds in a cavalry 
engagement north of  Nuremberg.

In 1808, the Hungarian Diet raised its former 
offer of  drafts to 20,000 and approved the raising 
of  the noble levée, resulting in some 21,000 
men being placed under arms by summer 1809. 
The three Imperial corps retreating from North 
Italy under the command of  Archduke John, 

numbering some 20,000, united with Palatine 
Joseph’s army of  Hungarian nobles in the Pápa 
area in June 1809. John intended to unite with the 
main forces led by Archduke Charles at Vienna. 

Hungary and the Napoleonic Wars

Hungarian infantry  
in the French wars 

Feldzeugmeister Baron Pál Kray 
(1735–1804), by Stern

Hungarian hussars  
preparing to charge  
in the French wars
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The united army engaged the French army of  
Italian Viceroy Eugéne Beauharnais at Győr on 
14 June 1809. The Hungarians heroically held out 

against the artillery barrage, but the French army 
had a clear superiority. The battle ended in defeat 
for the imperial forces, with casualties of  some 
7‑8000. After the defeat, some of  the Hungarian 
force broke up, and together with imperial troops 
withdrew to Komárom Fort.

Hungarian forces were also involved in the 
victory at Aspern‑Esslingen on 21‑22 May and 
in the defeat at Wagram on 5 July 1809, which 
decided the war of  that year. Accompanying 
Napoleon on his Russian campaign of  1812 
was a 30,000‑strong imperial corps which in‑ 
cluded 13 Hungarian companies and 5 hussar 
regiments. The corps lost half  of  its men in some 
60 engagements of  different magnitudes. Its 
commander, Karl Schwarzenberg, made a truce 
with the Russian forces in Warsaw on 30 January 
1813. On 11 August, Austria declared war on 
Napoleon. Nine Hungarian infantry regiments and 
two battalions of  grenadiers fought in the defeat 
at Dresden on 26‑27 August. Several thousand 
Hungarian soldiers fought in the “people’s battle” 
of  Leipzig on 16–19 October, whose outcome 

was considerably influenced by an enterprising 
courier mission by Captain of  the Hussars István 
Széchenyi. He delivered General Schwarzenberg’s 
“invitation” to the battle to Prussian commander 
General Blücher and Prince Bernadotte, heir to 
the Swedish throne. Joseph Simonyi, the “most 
valiant hussar” was promoted to the rank of  
colonel for his outstanding accomplishment in 
the battle. Hungarian forces were also involved 
the fighting in France and Italy in 1814–1815.

After the Napoleonic Wars, most of  the 
Habsburg Empire regained the territory it 
had lost, and was compensated for its Belgian 
possessions with lands in Italy. Nonetheless, the 

Habsburg Empire had lost some of  its sway in 
Europe. In 1804, Francis I had himself  crowned 
Austrian Emperor. After the defeat of  1805 he 
was forced to renounce the throne of  Holy Roman 
Emperor, marking the end of  the Holy Roman 
Empire itself. In 1815, Francis I established the 
Holy Alliance with King Frederick William III 
of  Prussia and Tsar Alexander I of  Russia. They 
were joined by most of  the monarchs of  Europe. 
The Prussian–Austrian–Russian alliance was 
renewed in Münchengrätz and Berlin in 1833.

 

Portrait of  imperial General  
József  Alvinczy (1735–1810),  

by Bitterlich. Alvinczy was a captain in 
the Seven Years’ War, lieutenant and 
commander in the Napoleonic Wars.  

The only Hungarian soldier  
to receive all three classes of  the  

Order of  Maria Theresia.

▼ 
Charge of  the 19th Hungarian infantry 
regiment against the French at Leipzig  

on 18 October 1813. Painting 
 by Fritz Neumann (1881–?)

Sabre of  József  Simonyi,  
the “most gallant hussar”.  
Made of  finest tempered steel, 
slender and elegant. To increase 
protection of  the hand, the hilt 
guard and side plates could be bent 
together to make a “basket”.

 
Coronation of  Francis I  
as Austrian Emperor



357 THE MILITARY HISTORY OF HUNGARY IN THE 18TH-19TH CENTURIES356FOR THE HOMELAND UNTO DEATH – 1100 YEARS

The united army engaged the French army of  
Italian Viceroy Eugéne Beauharnais at Győr on 
14 June 1809. The Hungarians heroically held out 

against the artillery barrage, but the French army 
had a clear superiority. The battle ended in defeat 
for the imperial forces, with casualties of  some 
7‑8000. After the defeat, some of  the Hungarian 
force broke up, and together with imperial troops 
withdrew to Komárom Fort.

Hungarian forces were also involved in the 
victory at Aspern‑Esslingen on 21‑22 May and 
in the defeat at Wagram on 5 July 1809, which 
decided the war of  that year. Accompanying 
Napoleon on his Russian campaign of  1812 
was a 30,000‑strong imperial corps which in‑ 
cluded 13 Hungarian companies and 5 hussar 
regiments. The corps lost half  of  its men in some 
60 engagements of  different magnitudes. Its 
commander, Karl Schwarzenberg, made a truce 
with the Russian forces in Warsaw on 30 January 
1813. On 11 August, Austria declared war on 
Napoleon. Nine Hungarian infantry regiments and 
two battalions of  grenadiers fought in the defeat 
at Dresden on 26‑27 August. Several thousand 
Hungarian soldiers fought in the “people’s battle” 
of  Leipzig on 16–19 October, whose outcome 

was considerably influenced by an enterprising 
courier mission by Captain of  the Hussars István 
Széchenyi. He delivered General Schwarzenberg’s 
“invitation” to the battle to Prussian commander 
General Blücher and Prince Bernadotte, heir to 
the Swedish throne. Joseph Simonyi, the “most 
valiant hussar” was promoted to the rank of  
colonel for his outstanding accomplishment in 
the battle. Hungarian forces were also involved 
the fighting in France and Italy in 1814–1815.

After the Napoleonic Wars, most of  the 
Habsburg Empire regained the territory it 
had lost, and was compensated for its Belgian 
possessions with lands in Italy. Nonetheless, the 

Habsburg Empire had lost some of  its sway in 
Europe. In 1804, Francis I had himself  crowned 
Austrian Emperor. After the defeat of  1805 he 
was forced to renounce the throne of  Holy Roman 
Emperor, marking the end of  the Holy Roman 
Empire itself. In 1815, Francis I established the 
Holy Alliance with King Frederick William III 
of  Prussia and Tsar Alexander I of  Russia. They 
were joined by most of  the monarchs of  Europe. 
The Prussian–Austrian–Russian alliance was 
renewed in Münchengrätz and Berlin in 1833.
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Sabre of  József  Simonyi,  
the “most gallant hussar”.  
Made of  finest tempered steel, 
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Coronation of  Francis I  
as Austrian Emperor
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T he 1808 Diet passed a law founding 
the Ludovika Military Academy. Its in‑ 

tended purpose was to create a highly‑trained, 
refined officer corps. The regiments and the 
nobility were taking a longer perspective in the 
cause of  national defence, so that their sons and 
successors might be capable of  fighting for their 
country and their ancient constitution with the 
sophistication of  military science as well as by 
strength. The name Ludovika was synonymous 
with national officer training and became linked 
with Hungarian national aspirations and the 
demand for establishing and modernising an 
autonomous Hungarian military force.

Act VII of  1808 stated (in its Clause 4): The 
principal purpose of  the academy shall be for 
Hungarian youth to be educated in sciences such 
that render them fit and capable of  useful service 
to the nation in the regular army on occasion of  
the levée. Young cadets educated there will also 
be permitted to enter the service of  the state, 
where proper regard shall be paid to their merits.

The proposal received the support of  the 
eponymous Mária Ludovika Habsburg–Estei, of  
the Modena branch of  the Habsburg‑Lotharingia 
family, Austrian archduchess, Austrian Empress, 
Queen of  Hungary and Bohemia and third wife 
of  Emperor Francis I.

Mária Ludovika offered fifty thousand forints 
from her coronation endowment, and at the 
proposal of  Count János Buttler, the Hungarian 
nobility donated 800,000 forints. The King do‑ 
nated the Collegium Theresianum building in 
Vác, built as a boys’ school.

But the teaching did not start in Vác. The 
foundation stone of  the military academy 
designed by Mihály Pollack in Orczy Garden 
in Pest was laid in 1830, and the building was 
completed in 1836. Officer training did not 
start even then, because the court, the imperial 
government and the imperial military council 

always managed to impede the opening of  the 
Ludoviceum in Pest.

In the Revolution and War of  Independence 
of  1848–1849, it was one of  the prime tasks of  
the Minister of  War Lázár Mészáros to organise 
and launch the Hungarian Military College, then, 
of  course, under war conditions. The institution 
was ceremonially opened on 7 January 1849, 
but its operation was curtailed by the Austrian 
military authorities after they captured the city on 
17 January.

National officer training in Hungary finally  
got under way in earnest after the Austro‑
Hungarian Compromise of  1867. It had to pro‑ 
vide officers for the Hungarian Royal Defence 
Force, established under the Defence Force Act 
of  1868.

Ludovika Academy was, as its founders had 
intended, the officer‑training establishment for 
Hungarian youth. It became a symbol of  Hun‑ 
garian military virtue, national commitment and 
sophistication in military science.

The high‑level education and training in the 
Ludovika made it possible that under the Act 
sanctioned by the Emperor on 29 July 1897, 
Ludovika Academy was set on equal ranking with 
the Maria Theresia Academy in Wiener Neu‑ 
stadt. From then on, it was regarded as one 
of  the country’s premier higher education 
establishments, where officer cadets were trained 
and educated in modern subjects by practical 
means. They were instructed by the finest officers 
of  the Hungarian military forces, most of  whom 
had battlefield experience and a long time in 
service. 

After the First World War, the Minister of  
Defence ordered the resumption of  operation in 
Ludovika Academy on 18 September 1919. The 
restrictions of  the Trianon Peace Treaty of  4 June 
1920 prescribed that only one officer training 
establishment could remain under defence‑force 

auspices. Teaching started on 28 September 1920. 
The Trianon prohibitions meant that it had to be 
hidden until March 1927. 1 October  1931 brought 
substantial changes in the life of  the Ludovika 
Academy, when officer training was divided in 
two. The newly established “Ludovika Academy 
Section II” trained officers for the engineering, 
river guard, airborne, signals and railway squad‑ 
rons. The two sections officially parted in 
October 1939, and “Ludovika Academy Section 
II” continued as the Hungarian Royal János 
Bolyai Defence Engineering Academy. At the 
same time, air force officer training was removed 
to the Hungarian Royal Miklós Horthy (István 
Horthy from 1942) Defence Aviation Academy 
in Kassa (now Kosiče, Slovakia). 

From 1920 on, commissioning ceremonies 
were always held on 20 August, except for one 
occasion when the ceremony took place on  
18 August to pay tribute to King Francis  
Joseph I on the 100th anniversary of  his birth. As 
of  1931, the commissioning ceremonies for the 
students of  the two (as of  1939 three) independent 
officer training academies, the “academicians” 
were arranged on separate occasions. During 
World War II the time of  officer training was 
reduced and several commissioning ceremonies 
were held at different times. As a rare exception, 
the Head of  State attended the ceremony on 
20 August 1944, when the “academicians” of  
the three officer training academies were com‑ 
missioned at the same time and place. Ludovika 
Academy’s last officer commissioning ceremony 
was held in the garden of  Batthyány Castle in 
Körmend on 15 November 1944, after which 
the Academy was transferred to Germany. Its 
operation came to an end on 25 April 1945. 
(Some people say they remember that the last 
“academicians” were commissioned in April 1945 
in Germany.)

Ludovika Academy – and its sister institutions, 
the János Bolyai and the Miklós Horthy (later 
István Horthy) Academies – educated disciplined, 
leadership‑capable officers, cultured and refined 
men who were physically and intellectually equal 
to the tasks they faced in defending the country 
and performing their military functions.

The modern successor to the Hungarian 
Royal Ludovika Academy, the Hungarian Royal 
János Bolyai Military Engineer Academy and the 
Hungarian Royal István Horthy Military Aviation 
Academy is the Miklós Zrínyi National Defence 
University. The officer cadets who uphold, 
nurture and preserve the traditions, are trained 
within the HDF Ludovika Battalion, and have 
Ludovika unit colours and dress uniform. At the 
officer commissioning ceremony on 20 August 
2010, the new lieutenants of  the Hungarian 
Defence Forces, after taking their oath, drew 
their swords in accordance with the Ludovika 
traditions: “Comrades! Our souls unite in a 
single holy oath. We draw our swords by ancient 
custom. The purpose of  our lives we pronounce 
with heart and soul with these words: For the 
homeland unto death!”

“Character, Morality, Honour equals LUDOVIKA!”

Hungarian hussar (1809)

►►  
The Ludovika in our days 
(Photo by Veronika Dévényi) 
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T he effect on Hungary of  the European 
revolutions of  February‑March 1848 

was to bring into power liberal reformers 
struggling for the bourgeois transformation 
of  the country. The Hungarian government 
led by Count Lajos Batthyány envisioned 
Hungary being linked to Austria only through 
the person of  the monarch and in certain 
common affairs. Batthyány succeeded in 
getting the imperial and royal military forces 

stationed in Hungary to be put under the 
Hungarian government.

The Batthyány government came to power in 
April 1848 without having any effective armed 
forces. The April Laws did not provide for the 
armed forces; the National Guard set up under 
Act XXII was for the purpose of  keeping 
internal order. The imperial forces stationed in 
Hungary were placed under the command of  the 
Hungarian government only by a royal decree of  
7 May. Most of  these regiments, however, were 
not recruited in Hungary, and so there was no 
doubt as to their loyalty.

On 26 April, the Batthyány government passed 
a resolution to set up an independent Hungarian 
armed force. The first ten Honvéd (Hungarian 
Defence Forces) battalions organised under 
this formed the core of  what was to become 
the independent Hungarian army. They were 
joined by the volunteer mobile National Guard 
battalions set up in summer 1848, and by imperial 
and royal formations raised in Hungary and 
stationed at home, or called home. This was the 

armed force charged with defending the country’s 
independence from September 1848 onwards. 
The formation of  this army was one of  the 
lasting accomplishments of  the Prime Minister, 
Lajos Batthyány.

The nationalities question represented the 
most serious problem for the country. More than 
fifty per cent of  the population were not Magyars, 
but Romanians, Serbs, Croatians, Slovaks and 
Germans. The Croatians, Serbs and Romanians 
had substantial numbers of  men under arms, who 
formed the rank and file of  many of  the Military 
Frontier zone regiments. Josip Jellačić, installed 

The 1848–1849 Revolution and War of  Independence

►► 
Hungarian flag and coat of  arms 
from 1848. By unknown painter. 

View of  Pozsony (Bratislava) with 
the 1848 flag and coat  
of  arms of  Hungary 

Left: National Guard. Painting by 
József  Borsos (1821–1883)

Right: Sándor Petőfi,  
Hungarian poet, revolutionary  

and national hero
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as Ban of  Croatia and commander‑in‑chief  of  
the forces stationed there, took up arms against 
the Hungarian leadership from the beginning. 
In South Hungary, the Serbian border guards 
launched an armed rebellion against the Hungarian 
government. The Romanians in Transylvania put 
forward a demand that Transylvania not be united 
with Hungary.

The threat prompted the Hungarian Diet  
to vote two hundred thousand soldiers and 
forty million forints to defend the country.  
King Ferdinand V, however, did not assent to 
these laws. 

The armed conflict started in June 1848 with 
the uprising of  the Serbs of  Bácska and Banat. 
The rebels, reinforced by the border guards and 
Serbian volunteers (Servianus) set up fortified 
camps. By early July, there were 29‑30,000 soldiers 
in these camps with at least 100 pieces of  mainly 
small‑calibre ordnance. Ranged against them was 
an army made up of  National Guards, Honvéd 
and imperial infantry and cavalry formations. It 

had a strength of  41,490 men and 63 ordnance 
pieces. Two‑thirds of  them, however, consisted 
of  mobilised National Guard units. In the 
infantry ranks and cavalry, the loyalty of  the non‑
Magyar personnel could not be depended upon. 
During the summer, the proportions worsened 
somewhat. The National Guard was not fit for 
actual manoeuvres, only for guarding and other 
backup services. The regular infantry, divided 
into small units, was incapable of  breaking up 
the Serbian camps, and succeeded only in pre‑ 
venting further advances by the rebels. 

After Josip Jellačić, Ban and commander-in-
chief  of  Croatia, refused to take orders from 
the Hungarian government, preparations for war 
started in Croatia, Slavonia and the adjoining 
frontier territories, and the Hungarian govern‑ 
ment also had to arrange its defences. The pro‑ 
portions of  regular and National Guard forces 
positioned on the Dráva line set up in June 1848 
were even less favourable than those in South 
Hungary.

The autumn 1848 Transdanubian campaign  

and the Battle of  Pákozd

Hungary’s own army

The road to Pákozd was a long one. Enacted 
in March‑April 1848, the wording of  Act III 
was not sufficiently clear, because it definitely 
assigned to the competence of  the Hungarian 
government only those subjects which had pre‑ 
viously been assigned to the Hungarian Royal 
Chancellery, the Council of  the Governor‑
General and the Chamber, or which “should 
have been” assigned to these. The Act mentioned 
“military and general defence” subjects assigned 
to the Ministry only in general terms.

The dicasteria (imperial government offices), 
however, had only been involved in supplying 
the imperial army stationed in Hungary and in 
maintaining contacts between military and civil 
authorities. It was the imperial army headquarters, 
in a system which spanned the entire territory of  
the Empire, which had charge of  military affairs. 
These had been left untouched by the Acts of  
1848, as had the whole idea of  what was meant 
by Hungarian armed forces; did they include 
formations stationed in the country but made 
up of  Austrian, Polish, Bohemian, Moravian 
and Ukrainian troops, or soldiers recruited and 
drafted in the territory of  the country, and often 
serving abroad?

These questions had to be settled, because 
the military headquarters were to have impor‑ 
tant duties in arming the internal “policing” force,  
the National Guard, which was to be set up 
under Act XXII. These military headquarters, in‑ 
cluding the Buda Headquarters under cavalry 
general Baron Ignaz von Lederer, took no 
cognisance of  the government’s instructions, 
saying they had received no instruction from 
Vienna to obey them.

Through Prime Minister Batthyány’s resolute 
action, the King placed – via a royal decree of  
7 May – the four Hungarian army headquarters 
under the control of  the Batthyány government. 
These were the headquarters in Buda, covering 
Hungary in the narrow sense, Temesvár (now 

Timişoara, Romania), covering the Banat, Pé- 
tervárad (now Petrovaradin, Serbia) covering 
Slavonia and Syrmia, and Zagreb, covering Croatia. 
The Nagyszeben (Sibiu, Romania) headquarters, 
covering Transylvania, were only put under the 
command of  the Hungarian government on  
10 June, when the King consented to the 
Transylvania union. The obedience of  these 
authorities, however, left much to be desired. 
Their leaders had grown up in unconditional 
loyalty to the Emperor and the idea of  a united 
Empire. In addition, most of  the forces under 
their command comprised foreign soldiers 
who were not exactly fired with enthusiasm 
for Hungarian politicians and proposals to 
undermine the Empire.

Batthyány saw the urgency of  replacing foreign 
units with the Hungarian regiments currently 
serving abroad. There was some hope of  this 
in respect of  the hussar and infantry regiments 
stationed in Galicia, Bohemia/Moravia, and 
Austria. There could be no question, however, 
of  bringing home the Hungarian units fighting 
with the imperial army in Italy. It was the easily‑
moved cavalry which had the best chances for 
repatriation. Most of  the 9th (Miklós), 4th (Sándor) 
and 6th (Württemberg) hussar regiments came 
home legally, except for one company of  the 6th, 
which absconded from Galicia at the end of  May 
1848, and two companies of  the 4th, which came 
home from Austrian territory after relations were 
broken off  in autumn 1848.

The most important document of  the 
15  March 1848 Pest Revolution, the Twelve 
Points, included as their fifth point the demand 
for a “National Guard”. This was a distinctive 
feature of  bourgeois revolutions, and had special 
significance in Hungary in 1848–1849. The 
National Guard was the means by which a large 
section of  the population learned the basics of  
soldiering and made use of  this when the regular 
army was formed.

The basic unit of  the National Guard was 
the battalion (there was usually one in a town 
and between one and four in a county). The 
battalions were made up of  companies, and those 
of  platoons. By summer 1848, the registered 

Honvéd officer. Watercolour  
by József  Borsos (1821–1883)
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1848, and two companies of  the 4th, which came 
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The basic unit of  the National Guard was 
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battalions were made up of  companies, and those 
of  platoons. By summer 1848, the registered 

Honvéd officer. Watercolour  
by József  Borsos (1821–1883)
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strength of  the National Guard was 350‑380,000, 
and this number did not include the National 
Guards of  Transylvania, the Military Frontiers 
and Croatia. Of  this significant number, only 6000 
were mounted, and these were spread somewhat 
unevenly among the regions.

As the repatriation of  soldiers abroad pro‑ 
ceeded slowly, the government had to find military 
forces urgently. It thus resolved, on 26 April, to set 
up a 10,000‑strong volunteer or mobile Nation‑ 
al Guard. These formations soon came to be 
known as National Defence or Honvéd battalions. 
The first ten such battalions were formed in mid‑
May, and by the end of  July most of  them were 
in action in South Hungary against the Serbian 
rebels. The formation of  two volunteer Honvéd 
battalions started in Transylvania only in late 
summer 1848, and they were ready to deploy only 
in October‑November 1848.

Most of  the officer corps of  the first ten 
Honvéd battalions consisted of  retired, resigned 
or active‑duty imperial officers who had reached 
at most the rank of  captain in the imperial army. 

It was a great attraction to them that they were 
taken on at a higher rank than before, and their 
pay was also considerably above that of  their 
counterparts in regular regiments. Some 70% 
of  the field officers of  the Honvéd army had 
previously served in the imperial army. The rest 
were foreign volunteers and members of  the 
Hungarian nobility and educated classes. Most of  
the officers were between 35 and 45 years old. 

In June 1848, some of  the National Guard 
was deployed along the Dráva and in the Serbian 
theatre. These formations spent almost two 
months in camp, but were marched home before 
they came into service. Batthyány started the 
organisation of  new volunteer mobile National 
Guard units in mid‑August. These were similar 
regular units as the Honvéd force, and most 
were converted to Honvéd battalions during the 
autumn. Summer and early autumn 1848 saw the 
formation of  the first free formations, like the 
“Hunter” (rifle) company formed by Mieczyslaw 
Woroniecki; the free unit set up by Kossuth and 
bearing first his name and later that of  Hunyadi; 
and the Zrínyi unit, formed out of  volunteers 
from Vienna and to a lesser extent from Budapest. 
These were also converted to Honvéd battalions 
during the autumn.

The cavalry of  the Hunyadi unit became the 
13th Hussar Regiment, and the cavalry of  the 
Kossuth unit set up in Transylvania became the 
15th King Matthias Hussar Regiment. During the 
autumn the hussar regiments which had changed 
over or absconded were manned again and six 
further hussar regiments (including the Hunyadi 
and Matthias) were set up.

It was also Batthyány who was behind the 
formation of  the artillery. The Hungarian artillery 
crews, mostly engineering students, performed 
their duties so excellently during the war that 
the Austrians and Russians were convinced the 
Hungarians had French artillerymen. It was also 
in September when the Honvéd engineer units 
(comprising mainly sappers) were set up.

It was from these component parts, the Hun‑ 
garian units of  the imperial army and the Honvéd 

and volunteer mobile National Guard battalions 
that the Magyar Honvédség (Hungarian Defence 
Forces) was formed, the army whose duty was, 
from autumn 1848, to defend the country’s in‑ 
dependence. 

The representative parliament that met in July 
1848 began to debate raising the army in August 
1848. The Minister of  War, Lázár Mészáros, 
proposed that further battalions of  regular 
regiments be formed out of  the new recruits. 
The majority of  Parliament rejected this plan, and 
a large group of  members moved that further 
Honvéd battalions be formed. The end result 
was a compromise. Some of  the recruits were 
to man regular regiments and cavalry regiments 
originating from, and stationed in, Hungary, 
and the rest would be formed into new Honvéd 
battalions. Parliament passed the Conscription 
Act between 26 and 29 August, but the King did 
not give his assent.

An incursion by troops of  Croatian Ban Josip 
Jellačić on 11 September caused Parliament to put 
the Conscription Act into force on 12 September, 
and two days later Batthyány ordered further 
recruitment, followed by levy, into the Honvéd 
Force. Recruits were formed solely into Honvéd 
battalions. On 16 September, on a motion by Pál 
Nyáry, Parliament resolved that the authorities had 
to levy 2 recruits for every 127 persons. The larger 
part of  the army of  the War of  Independence 
was therefore made up of  conscripts, and not 
volunteers. By the end of  the year there were  
66 Honvéd battalions.

Regular A-type Honvéd 
battalion flag from 1848

Red-capped Honvéd soldier  
from the 9th Honvéd Battalion.  

Painting by Mihály Kovács  
(1818–1892)
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Croat-Hungarian relations  

– Coexistence turns to conflict

There had been a union between the kingdoms 
of  Hungary and Croatia since the extinction of  
the Croatian Tirpimir dynasty in 1090. (Saint) 
Ladislas I annexed Croatia to Hungary in 1091, 
and from then on the Hungarian kings also bore 
the title of  King of  Croatia. The Hungarian kings 
did not interfere with land titles in Croatia, and 
this resulted in a close interlinking of  Hungarian 
and Croatian nobles by marriage. The noble 
families nurtured both Croatian and Hungarian 
identity; the works of  the greatest Hungarian 
poet of  the 17th century, Miklós Zrínyi, were 
translated into Croatian by his brother Péter. 
The interdependence of  the two peoples was 
confirmed in the wars against the Turks, and the 
names Zrínyi, Frangepán and Bakics are revered 
as heroes of  that struggle in both the Hungarian 
and Croatian pantheons. The king’s powers over 
the Croatian and Slavonian castle bailiffs, and later 
the counties, were delegated to the Ban of  Croatia 
(later of  Croatia–Slavonia). The Ban was one of  
the greatest barons of  the kingdom. He had his 
own jurisdiction, and the diet of  the Croatian 
estates, the Sabor, grew out of  the legislative 
assemblies he held.

After the wars against the Turks, much of  the 
Croatian and Slavonian lands were organised into 
Military Frontiers and put under direct military 
administration. The Ban of  Croatia, however, 
was not only the political authority over the 
Croatian counties, he was the chief  of  the Zagreb 
command, responsible for the Military Frontiers 
of  Ban, Varasd (now Varaždin, Croatia) and 
Károlyváros (Karlovac), in charge of  the Lika, 
Otocsac, Ogulin, Slunj, 1st and 2nd Ban, the Varasd‑
Kőrös and Varasd-Szentgyörgy Regiments.

Hungarian–Croatian relations were severely 
strained even before 1848, the result of  political, 
religious and national factors. Some Croatians 
were in the thrall of  the Illyrian ideal, the view 
that the south Slav peoples were a single Illyrian 
nation, descendants of  the Illyrians of  antiquity. 
According to the promoter of  the Illyrian ideal, 
Ludevit Gaj, the peoples living between the 

Adriatic and the Black Sea should be united into 
a single great Illyrian state (preferably under 
Croatian leadership). This ideology, the Croatian 
version of  pan‑Slavism, understandably aroused 
concerns among Hungarians, faced with the 
vision of  their nation drowning in a Slavic sea. For 
their part, Croatians were irritated by Hungarian 
attempts to impose the Hungarian language 
in more and more areas of  legislature and 
administration. (Until 1844, Latin was the official 
language in Hungary.) Another contributory 
factor was that pure Catholic Croatia protested 
against equality for other Christian religions. 
Finally, Croatian delegates to the reform Diets 
largely supported conservative government, and 
officials appointed by the government impeded 
the exercise of  political rights by Hungarian‑
inclined nobles in villages in Turopolje.

After March 1848, a key demand of  the Croatian 
liberals was the unification of  Croatia, Slavonia, 
Dalmatia (including the Hungarian possession of  
Fiume), and the Croatian and Slavonian Military 
Frontiers as the Triune Kingdom of  Croatia, 
Slavonia, and Dalmatia, with the right to make 
representations to the Hungarian authorities in 
Croatian. The seat of  Ban had been empty since 
the resignation of  Ferenc Haller in October 1845, 
or rather was filled temporarily by Bishop György 
Haulik of  Zagreb. The revolutions in Vienna and 
Budapest and the appointment of  Lajos Batthyány 
as Prime Minister suddenly made finding a new 
Ban an urgent question. Baron Franz (Franjo) 
Kulmer then proposed to the newly‑appointed 
Austrian Prime Minister Kollowrat that Baron 
Josip Jellačić, colonel in the 1st Ban’s Frontier 
Regiment, be appointed to this militarily and 
politically important post. Kollowrat also saw the 
importance of  appointing a strong and popular 
man, somebody committed to imperial interests, 
before the independent Hungarian government 
was formed. He therefore proposed Jellačić to 
the Emperor on 20 March. The appointment 
was supported by the supreme imperial military 
authority, the Hofkriegsrat, and the Hungarian 
Chancellery also gave its assent after Palatine 
István gave his verbal support. For Kollowrat and 
the Hofkriegsrat, the urgency of  the appointment 

stemmed from the need to ensure the influence 
of  the imperial government in the affairs of  the 
region, and the Hungarian Chancellery wanted 
to stop the revolutionary movements from 
spreading to that area.

Appointed Ban on 23 March, Jellačić, the 
new leader of  the Croatian national movement, 
was above all a man of  the Vienna court: when 
faced with a choice between his two selves, it was 
always the imperial general that won out over 
the Croatian Ban. A consummate politician, he 
knew how to persuade Croatians to accept armed 
conflict with the Hungarians.

Upon his arrival in Zagreb, he broke off  all 
links between Hungary and Croatia. He did not 
reply to Hungarian offers of  talks, and when 
the Emperor acceded to Hungary’s demand 
and suspended him from his post as Ban on  
10 June, Jellačić threw aside the King’s note, 
saying that it could not be His Majesty’s hand, 
or if  it was, he must have been forced into it. In 
vain did the Hungarian government offer Croatia 
personal union or even independence: Jellačić 
demanded the same as Vienna: the renunciation 
of  independent Hungarian financial, military and 
trade affairs. Jellačić was working to a programme 
of  his own logic. He wanted a strong Croatia 
through the unification of  Croatia, Slavonia 
and Dalmatia, and basing the Empire on Slavic 
nations and provinces, wanted to set up a new 
Austria, not German, not Austro‑Hungarian, but 
Slavic.  

As long as foreign affairs remained uncertain, 
court circles inclined to support the Hungarian 
side. As soon as the military position in Italy 
was settled, there was no further need to restrain 
the Ban. On 27 August, Prime Minister Lajos 
Batthyány and Ferenc Deák, Minister of  Justice, 
travelled to Vienna to secure imperial assent for 

the Conscription and Banknote Issue Acts which 
had been passed by Parliament (which meant 
that in case of  armed conflict, the Hungarian 
side could quite legally arrange for its own 
means of  defence), and to have the Emperor 
and the Austrian government mediate in the 
Croatian–Hungarian conflict. The Emperor was 
not inclined to do so, and the Hungarian offers 
of  talks met with a crisp response from the 
Austrian government in a note sent to Budapest, 
demanding – among other things – the abolition 
of  the independent Hungarian ministries of  
finance, defence and trade. (In a characteristic 
snub, the note was not handed over to Batthyány’s 
delegation but sent directly to Pest.) It was clear 
that Vienna saw the time as right to amend the 
April Laws unilaterally and, if  necessary, by force.

On 4 September, the Emperor, citing the 
loyalty and devotion displayed by Jellačić, with- 
drew the suspension of  10 June, and declared 
that he demanded of  “his sense of  duty and loyal 
outlook” that he “work to the benefit of  the 
sole monarchy, the maintenance of  the integrity 
of  the Hungarian crown and the constructive 
development of  relations among Hungarian 
subsidiary lands.”

On 11 September 1848, Jellačić led his army 
across the Dráva. The Hungarian military leader‑ 
ship, divided by the political uncertainty, saw little 
chance of  resistance. This caused László Csány, 
government commissioner for the Dráva line, to 
send home the National Guard troops. Reduced 
to 5000 men, the army retreated from the Jellačić-
led army of  48,000 and 48 ordnance pieces. 
The incursion of  the main Croatian column 
was followed 10 days later, on 21 September, by  
a division from Baranya with 9100 troops and 
12 ordnance pieces, led by Major‑General Karl 
Roth. The nearly 60,000‑strong invading Croatian 

JULES MICHELET (1798–1874):
The Hungarian nation is the aristocrat of  heroism, greatness of  soul and dignity. When will we 
repay our debt to this blessed nation that saved the West? French historians should at last show 

their gratitude towards Hungary, hero among nations. This nation elevates and ennobles us by its 
heroic example. Hungarian heroism is a manifestation of  high morals.
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JULES MICHELET (1798–1874):
The Hungarian nation is the aristocrat of  heroism, greatness of  soul and dignity. When will we 
repay our debt to this blessed nation that saved the West? French historians should at last show 

their gratitude towards Hungary, hero among nations. This nation elevates and ennobles us by its 
heroic example. Hungarian heroism is a manifestation of  high morals.



371 THE MILITARY HISTORY OF HUNGARY IN THE 18TH-19TH CENTURIES370FOR THE HOMELAND UNTO DEATH – 1100 YEARS

army was joined in Transdanubia by a regiment 
of  cuirassiers and two companies of  light cavalry.

Jellačić built his plans on overwhelming nu- 
merical superiority. He hoped that the imperial 
troops and officers serving in the Hungarian 
army would not risk the liability of  facing up to 
the Croatians, who were also fighting under the 
imperial flag, and would come over to him. But 
he did not have any order from the Emperor 
authorising action against Hungary. He also 
thought that the sheer magnitude of  his army 
would have such a psychological effect on the 
Hungarian forces as to hold them back from 
attempting resistance. He was disappointed on 
both counts. A delegation of  the Hungarian 
officer corps declared they would confront him 
as soon as they had the chance (i.e. when their 
forces were up to strength).

The Hungarian army which lined up on the 
north shore of  lake Velence in late September, 
after the evacuation of  Székesfehérvár, numbered 
18,000 troops with 44 ordnance pieces, and 
further reinforcements were on their way. Roth’s 
column had been isolated and prevented from 
uniting with Jellačić. The massed Hungarian 
troops in the west of  Transdanubia were now 
35,000 strong, with 50 ordnance pieces. Jellačić 
attempted to attack at Pákozd on 29 September, 
without success. The general staff  failed to 
operate satisfactorily, so that one division (about 
12,800 men and 12 ordnance pieces) arrived on 
the battlefield only when fighting had ended. 
Even so, Jellačić had a two-to-one superiority, but 
an attack by his centre fell apart under Hungarian 
artillery fire, and he was unable to advance against 
the Hungarian right wing.

Understandably, with his supply lines cut off, 
Jellačić did not attempt further frontal attacks. 
Also understandable, however, was the Hungarian 
side’s decision to make a truce, because Jellačić 
still had a more than two‑to‑one superiority. The 
retreating army under Jellačić was manned with 
relief  forces by early October. It was joined by 
further imperial formations from North Hungary 
and West Transdanubia. Austrian Minister of  War 
Latour sent them more and more reinforcements, 
and ordered the staff  and subordinate officers 

of  the imperial headquarters in Hungary to 
cooperate with Jellačić. Jellačić was in Magyaróvár 
considering a new attack when, on 7 October, he 
received news that a revolution had broken out 
in Vienna on 6 October and Latour had been 
hanged by the mob. He therefore decided to 
march towards Vienna and combine with the 
garrison troops forced out of  the city. Before 
that, he sent the less valuable part of  his army, 
the reserve and peasant levée companies – some 
15,000 troops – back to Croatia.

The exact strength of  the Croat army which 
marched on Vienna is unknown. Taken together 
with the retreating Viennese guard, the lowest 
possible estimate is more than 40,000. The Hun‑ 
garian army pursuing Jellačić numbered some 
21,000 in mid‑October and 27,000 by the end 
of  the month. There was therefore little realistic 
chance of  a Hungarian attack. By the end of  
October, an 80,000‑strong army had assembled 
outside Vienna under General Windisch‑Grätz. 
On 30 October, it easily repelled a delayed relief  
attempt by the Hungarian forces at Schwechat.

After the defeat at Schwechat, it was clear 
to everyone that the main imperial army would 
attack the country. Even more so because in the 
meantime, a new front had opened in the east, 
in Transylvania, and an intrusion by the imperial 
forces in Galicia was awaited in the north.

The Hungarian side did have some successes in 
autumn 1848, although they were less spectacular 
than the open battles. Komárom fell to a Hungarian 
attack in September, and Pétervárad, Eszék (now 
Osijek, Croatia), Lipótvár (Leopoldov, Slovakia) 
and Munkács (Mukachevo, Ukraine) in October. 
(The Hungarian government never managed to 
extend its authority to the minor forts in Croatia 
and Slavonia.) There were painful losses, however, 
in the rebellion of  two forts in Banat, Arad (now 
Oradea, Romania) and Temesvár, and the capture 
of  the most important fortress in Transylvania, 
Gyulafehérvár (Alba Iulia). This meant that every 
major fort east of  Pétervárad was in enemy hands.

Further important successes were the launch 
of  war materiel production and the autumn 
recruitment. The latter brought Hungarian mili‑ 
tary strength (including garrisons) up to 96,276 

►► 
Honvéd memorial erected to 

commemorate the victorious battle 
fought at Pákozd  

on 29 September 1848
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by mid‑December, two‑thirds of  whom were 
regular soldiers, Honvéd troops, hussars or artil‑ 
lerymen; the rest were National Guards. The 
swelling of  numbers is all the more remarkable 
when it is considered that many of  the mobilised 
and volunteer National Guard battalions left 
camp in November‑December 1848 and had to 
be replaced.

It was also at this time that the foreign legions – 
Polish, German and Viennese – formed; an Italian 
legion was set up in spring 1849. These legions 
were made up partly from soldiers who came to 
the Hungarian side from the imperial army and 
partly from foreigners who lived in, or had fled to, 
Hungary. The Polish legion in particular excelled 
in the winter and spring campaigns, and the Italian 
legion in the operations of  summer 1849.

The increase in troop numbers did not of  
course have immediate results in the battlefield. 
The fighting along the Upper Danube still com‑ 
prised merely border skirmishes, but an attack by 
the imperial army was expected at any moment. 
A slight Hungarian superiority was established 
in South Hungary in early December. At the 
same time, Hungarian resistance in Transylvania 
almost collapsed. The Upper Transylvanian and 
Székely forces suffered defeat after defeat, but the 
Hungarian forces retreated to their own bases and 
the victorious imperial troops numbered 13,000  
in early December. Troops from the Romanian 
levy could only be depended on in the direct 
vicinity of  their own areas, and this 13,000‑strong 
army had to guard the Saxon towns and the 
Gyulafehérvár fort and fight on two fronts, 
because as well as the Upper Transylvanian forces 
it had to contend with the troops of  the Székely 
levy from Háromszék. Lt.‑Gen. Puchner’s re‑ 
serves ran out by December 1848, and General 
Bem, who took over command of  the North 
Transylvanian troops took up the attack with 
strong hopes of  success.

The general attack by the imperial army started 
in mid‑December. The Hungarian forces suffered 
a string of  defeats. Failure to coordinate their 
attack, however, meant that none of  these defeats 
was fatal. There was always some theatre where 
the Hungarians were defeated, but never a time 

where they were beaten everywhere, and so the 
government always had time to send reinforcements 
to the most threatened points.

The council of  war held in Pest on 2 January 
1849 decided to relinquish the city without a 
fight and to concentrate Hungarian forces along 
the Upper and Middle Tisza. Time was needed 
for this, and so the Upper Danube corps under 
Görgey was charged with withdrawing as many 
forces from the main theatre of  action and prevent 
Windisch‑Grätz from attacking Debrecen, the 
present seat of  government. It was a risky plan, 
because if  Windisch‑Grätz had been satisfied to 
simply follow Görgey’s army and attack the Tisza 
line with his remaining forces, he could easily 
have wound up the Hungarian resistance.

Görgey maintained Windisch‑Grätz in com‑ 
plete uncertainty for two weeks, and this was 
enough time for the Hungarian forces under Mór 
Perczel at the Middle Tisza to mount a counter‑
attack. Even united, the armies of  Perczel and 
Görgey were weaker than Windisch‑Grätz’ army, 
but their different routes of  retreat required the 
imperial commander to divide his force. By the 
time Windisch‑Grätz had massed his forces again 
in late January and early February, the Hungarian 
concentration was nearly complete.

It is difficult to make an overall assessment  
of  the winter campaign. The Hungarian side lost 
two forts, Lipótvár and Eszék, but after the end of  
February it succeeded in tightening its siege of  Arad.

Görgey arrived in the Upper Tisza area by 
mid‑February, and a Hungarian army numbering 
53,000 was lined up on the stretch between 
Cibakháza and Miskolc, ready for the counter‑
attack. Strategic troop concentration was not, 
however, followed by tactical concentration, 
and the Hungarian commander‑in‑chief  Henryk 
Dembiński divided his forces. Consequently,  
at Kápolna on 26‑27 February, Windisch‑
Grätz brought up 30,000 troops and forced  
Dembiński’s army to retreat to behind the Tisza, 
but did not attempt to cross the river. In the 
following month, the Hungarian main army 
attempted to establish local superiority so that 
it could mount the decisive attack against the 
imperial army.

Just as it had been failures in the minor 
theatres which had caused the near‑collapse of  
winter 1848‑1849, so it was minor theatres where 
fortune turned in spring. First Bem recaptured 
Transylvania, and then in mid‑march Perczel 
started the reconquest of  South Hungary.  
The attack by the main Hungarian army soon 
followed.

The relative strength was still unfavourable to a 
frontal attack. At the start of  the spring campaign, 
the imperial army under Windisch‑Grätz consisted 
of  four corps and one independent division. One 
corps under Lt.‑Gen. Simunich was engaged 
in maintaining a siege of  the fort of  Komá‑ 
rom. Another corps was being assembled on 
the western border. The three corps and one 
independent division available to the commander‑
in‑chief ’s own operations had a total strength of  
some 55,000. The total strength of  the Hungarian 
main army must have been around 47,500.

Fortune, however, was favouring the Hun‑ 
garian army. Although Windisch‑Grätz’ army had 
an overall numerical advantage, his deployment 
meant that two corps united only once, at Isa‑ 
szeg on 6 April; the Hungarian army was able 
to defeat the imperial corps one by one in the 
other skirmishes and battles. The main imperial 
army did concentrate between Esztergom and 
Budapest in mid‑April, but its leaders were 
unable to work out the Hungarians’ intentions. 
Using the advantages of  speed and surprise, the 
Hungarian army relieved the fort of  Komárom 
on 26 April and broke through to the Rába line at 
the end of  the month. These successes prompted 
the Hungarian Parliament to pronounce the 
overthrow of  the Habsburg dynasty and the 
country’s independence on 14 April 1849.

At the end of  the spring campaign, the Hun‑ 
garian forces had control of  the whole of  South 
Hungary except the Titel plateau. In Banat, they 

Bem’s troops capture Nagyszeben  
(now Sibiu, Romania)  
on 11 March 1849 
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Battle of  Isaszeg,  
6 April 1849
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managed to completely cut Arad off  from the 
outside world, and from the end of  April, the army 
defending Temesvár was forced inside the walls of  
the fort. In Transylvania, only Gyulafehérvár re‑ 
mained in imperial hands, and Erzgebirge was 
under the control of  the Romanian rebels. 
Measured in square kilometres, the area held by the 
imperial forces and their allies was insignificant. In 
every area recovered, however, there remained one 
or more points where substantial Hungarian forces 
were tied down in blockade or observation actions. 

After the relief  of  Komárom, Görgey wanted 
to attack further, but General György Klapka 
proposed a siege of  Buda. He argued that the 
forces left around Buda would weaken any 
further attack, and that as long as Buda was under 
Austrian control, the Hungarian army could not 
use the Danube route or the nearly‑complete 
Chain Bridge. The Governor, Lajos Kossuth, 
also requested that Buda be taken, because he 
considered that if  the Hungarian forces retook the 
capital, the Western powers could be persuaded 
to recognise the country’s independence.

The relative strength of  the armies gave 
good grounds for the siege: the imperial army in 
the Vienna area was almost twice as big as the 
Hungarian army. Görgey therefore marched on 
Buda, and on 4 May, he called upon General 
Heinrich Hentzi, the defender of  the castle, to 
surrender. Hentzi rejected the offer and put up 
a robust defence. The Hungarian siege artillery 
shot a gap in the castle wall, and the decisive 
assault started on 21 May. The castle fell to the 
Defence Force troops within a few hours. Hentzi 
himself  was fatally wounded in the fighting. The 
capture of  Buda Castle was one of  the shortest 
and most successful siege actions of  the 1848‑49 
War of  Independence: it lasted only 17 days, and 
248 guns and several thousand muskets fell into 
Hungarian hands.

The capture of  Buda*

After the relief  of  Komárom, the Hungarian 
War Council decided it could only mount 
further attacks after the army had made up 
its complement and been reinforced. In the 
meantime they should try to recapture Buda 
Castle, thus liberating the capital city.

Of  the three army corps at Komárom, two 
divisions of  VII Corps were ordered to go to 
Győr, on the Rába line, and I and III Corps 
marched to Buda. The division at Esztergom, 
led by Colonel György Kmety, received the 
command to cross to the right bank of  the 
Danube and march towards Buda; a similar 
command went out to 2 Division under Major 
General Lajos Aulich. The main Hungarian 
army arrived outside Buda on 4 May. The 
blockading forces, with the exception of  one 
division, took up positions on the right bank. 

When the decision was taken, the Hungarian 
War Council considered the possibility that 
the demoralised Buda Castle guard, seeing 
the overwhelming superiority of  the Hunga‑ 
rian army, might surrender without a fight. 
Buda was certainly not a major fortress. The 
castle could be brought under fire from the 
surrounding heights, and it had no forward 
defences to obstruct an approach or an assault 
on the castle walls. There was no well in the 
castle, the water for the castle guard coming 
from a pump in the Víziváros district below. 
This is the only possible explanation as to why 
the Hungarian commander‑in‑chief  did not 
bring up siege guns against the castle.

The castle commander, Maj.‑Gen. Heinrich 
Hentzi von Arthurm, however, was one of  
the most highly-qualified engineer officers 
in the imperial army. He strengthened the 
bastions and walls, built a palisade to protect 
the water works and provide a passage to the 
Buda side of  the Chain Bridge, and placed 85 
(92 according to other sources) artillery pieces 
on the walls and ramparts.

On 4 May, Görgey sent in a captured officer 
to call on Hentzi to surrender, and offered 
to treat him fairly as a prisoner of  war. He 
informed him that he would not besiege the 
castle from the Pest side, and added that if  
Hentzi fired on Pest or destroyed the Chain 
Bridge, the guard could expect no mercy 
after the castle was captured. (The Hungarian 

artillery was in the meantime firing on the 
walls.) Hentzi rejected the call and threatened 
that if  Görgey did not call off  the firing on 
the castle he would be obliged to mount a 
heavy barrage on Pest.

On receiving the reply of  refusal, Görgey 
ordered firing on the castle by field artillery 
and ordered Col. György Kmety to march 
against the palisaded water defences near 
the Chain Bridge and attempt to set it on 
fire. As commanded, Kmety moved against 
the water defence with 10 and 33 Battalions, 
both hardened in combat in South Hun‑ 
gary, and with two 6‑pounder guns. The 
attackers were fired on by artillery from the 
side and in front. Nonetheless, soldiers from 
10 Honvéd Battalion reached the palisade, 
but under grape and musket fire from the 
defenders were forced to retreat, and the 
attempt proved abortive. Kmety himself  
was wounded in the assault. He repeated the 
charge with 33 Battalion, but this also ended 
in failure.

The failure of  this attack showed there was 
no hope of  taking the castle quickly. Görgey 
therefore wrote to General Richárd Guyon, 
commandant of  Komárom Fort, to send siege 
guns to Buda. On 6 May, Guyon set off  with 
four twenty‑four pounder and one eighteen‑
pounder siege guns, arriving on 8 May. In the 
meantime, Görgey ordered the construction 
of  a siege battery and a field gun battery on 
Naphegy hill. The field gun battery was to 
cover the siege battery against castle ordnance. 
The batteries were more or less completed by 
14 May, and the ordnance installed in the early 
hours of  the 16th.

At first, Hentzi paid no attention to the 
construction of  the siege battery, and put 
all of  his effort into fulfilling his pledge 
to fire on Pest. The firing went on nearly 
every day from 4 May onwards, and became 
particularly intense on 9 and 13 May, result‑ 
ing in the destruction of  the beautiful neo‑ 
classical buildings of  the Al‑Dunasor (Lower 
Danube Row).

The besieging army was by no means in‑ 
active in the period between 5 and 16 May. In 
the early hours of  5 May, Kmety’s forces again 
approached the water defences, upon which 
Hentzi started to bombard Víziváros, and the 
Hungarians withdrew. On 11 May, Hentzi 
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managed to completely cut Arad off  from the 
outside world, and from the end of  April, the army 
defending Temesvár was forced inside the walls of  
the fort. In Transylvania, only Gyulafehérvár re‑ 
mained in imperial hands, and Erzgebirge was 
under the control of  the Romanian rebels. 
Measured in square kilometres, the area held by the 
imperial forces and their allies was insignificant. In 
every area recovered, however, there remained one 
or more points where substantial Hungarian forces 
were tied down in blockade or observation actions. 

After the relief  of  Komárom, Görgey wanted 
to attack further, but General György Klapka 
proposed a siege of  Buda. He argued that the 
forces left around Buda would weaken any 
further attack, and that as long as Buda was under 
Austrian control, the Hungarian army could not 
use the Danube route or the nearly‑complete 
Chain Bridge. The Governor, Lajos Kossuth, 
also requested that Buda be taken, because he 
considered that if  the Hungarian forces retook the 
capital, the Western powers could be persuaded 
to recognise the country’s independence.

The relative strength of  the armies gave 
good grounds for the siege: the imperial army in 
the Vienna area was almost twice as big as the 
Hungarian army. Görgey therefore marched on 
Buda, and on 4 May, he called upon General 
Heinrich Hentzi, the defender of  the castle, to 
surrender. Hentzi rejected the offer and put up 
a robust defence. The Hungarian siege artillery 
shot a gap in the castle wall, and the decisive 
assault started on 21 May. The castle fell to the 
Defence Force troops within a few hours. Hentzi 
himself  was fatally wounded in the fighting. The 
capture of  Buda Castle was one of  the shortest 
and most successful siege actions of  the 1848‑49 
War of  Independence: it lasted only 17 days, and 
248 guns and several thousand muskets fell into 
Hungarian hands.

The capture of  Buda*

After the relief  of  Komárom, the Hungarian 
War Council decided it could only mount 
further attacks after the army had made up 
its complement and been reinforced. In the 
meantime they should try to recapture Buda 
Castle, thus liberating the capital city.

Of  the three army corps at Komárom, two 
divisions of  VII Corps were ordered to go to 
Győr, on the Rába line, and I and III Corps 
marched to Buda. The division at Esztergom, 
led by Colonel György Kmety, received the 
command to cross to the right bank of  the 
Danube and march towards Buda; a similar 
command went out to 2 Division under Major 
General Lajos Aulich. The main Hungarian 
army arrived outside Buda on 4 May. The 
blockading forces, with the exception of  one 
division, took up positions on the right bank. 

When the decision was taken, the Hungarian 
War Council considered the possibility that 
the demoralised Buda Castle guard, seeing 
the overwhelming superiority of  the Hunga‑ 
rian army, might surrender without a fight. 
Buda was certainly not a major fortress. The 
castle could be brought under fire from the 
surrounding heights, and it had no forward 
defences to obstruct an approach or an assault 
on the castle walls. There was no well in the 
castle, the water for the castle guard coming 
from a pump in the Víziváros district below. 
This is the only possible explanation as to why 
the Hungarian commander‑in‑chief  did not 
bring up siege guns against the castle.

The castle commander, Maj.‑Gen. Heinrich 
Hentzi von Arthurm, however, was one of  
the most highly-qualified engineer officers 
in the imperial army. He strengthened the 
bastions and walls, built a palisade to protect 
the water works and provide a passage to the 
Buda side of  the Chain Bridge, and placed 85 
(92 according to other sources) artillery pieces 
on the walls and ramparts.

On 4 May, Görgey sent in a captured officer 
to call on Hentzi to surrender, and offered 
to treat him fairly as a prisoner of  war. He 
informed him that he would not besiege the 
castle from the Pest side, and added that if  
Hentzi fired on Pest or destroyed the Chain 
Bridge, the guard could expect no mercy 
after the castle was captured. (The Hungarian 

artillery was in the meantime firing on the 
walls.) Hentzi rejected the call and threatened 
that if  Görgey did not call off  the firing on 
the castle he would be obliged to mount a 
heavy barrage on Pest.

On receiving the reply of  refusal, Görgey 
ordered firing on the castle by field artillery 
and ordered Col. György Kmety to march 
against the palisaded water defences near 
the Chain Bridge and attempt to set it on 
fire. As commanded, Kmety moved against 
the water defence with 10 and 33 Battalions, 
both hardened in combat in South Hun‑ 
gary, and with two 6‑pounder guns. The 
attackers were fired on by artillery from the 
side and in front. Nonetheless, soldiers from 
10 Honvéd Battalion reached the palisade, 
but under grape and musket fire from the 
defenders were forced to retreat, and the 
attempt proved abortive. Kmety himself  
was wounded in the assault. He repeated the 
charge with 33 Battalion, but this also ended 
in failure.

The failure of  this attack showed there was 
no hope of  taking the castle quickly. Görgey 
therefore wrote to General Richárd Guyon, 
commandant of  Komárom Fort, to send siege 
guns to Buda. On 6 May, Guyon set off  with 
four twenty‑four pounder and one eighteen‑
pounder siege guns, arriving on 8 May. In the 
meantime, Görgey ordered the construction 
of  a siege battery and a field gun battery on 
Naphegy hill. The field gun battery was to 
cover the siege battery against castle ordnance. 
The batteries were more or less completed by 
14 May, and the ordnance installed in the early 
hours of  the 16th.

At first, Hentzi paid no attention to the 
construction of  the siege battery, and put 
all of  his effort into fulfilling his pledge 
to fire on Pest. The firing went on nearly 
every day from 4 May onwards, and became 
particularly intense on 9 and 13 May, result‑ 
ing in the destruction of  the beautiful neo‑ 
classical buildings of  the Al‑Dunasor (Lower 
Danube Row).

The besieging army was by no means in‑ 
active in the period between 5 and 16 May. In 
the early hours of  5 May, Kmety’s forces again 
approached the water defences, upon which 
Hentzi started to bombard Víziváros, and the 
Hungarians withdrew. On 11 May, Hentzi 
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ordered a breakout to rescue the wounded 
and sick in the Víziváros hospitals. The first 
attempt was beaten back, but when the 
imperial forces tried again in greater force 
at 7 am, they were successful.

The siege artillery finally started its work 
on 16 May, and by next day had shot a hole 
in the section of  wall south of  the Fehér‑
vár Rondella. Firing continued into the 
evening, and one round set fire to the roof  
of  the palace. In revenge, Hentzi fired on 
Pest again next day. This so enraged Gör‑
gey that he ordered his forces to execute 
reconnaissance in force in the early hours 
of  18 May, and if  the action was sufficiently 
successful it would be converted into a full 
assault. The attack failed. Firstly, approach 
to the walls was hampered by a system of  
obstacles put in place by the castle guard. 
Secondly, the gap was not ready to be 
climbed, and the ladders brought by the sol‑ 
diers were too short.

That was when Hentzi sensed that the 
siege was becoming critical. He tried to 
stop the gap on 18 May, but a downpour 
during the night washed away the whole 
barrier. A battery was set up on the Fehér‑
vár Rondella, which on 19 May succeeded 
in temporarily silencing two Hungarian 
guns on 19 May, but the gap grew ever 
wider. That night, another attempt was 
made to block up the gap, but heavy musket 
and artillery fire from the Hungarian side 
prevented the imperial engineers from 
doing effective work.

After the failure of  the assault on the 
night of  17‑18 May, Görgey ordered a de‑ 
tachment consisting of  few companies to 
harass the defenders every night until 2 am. 
Then, on 20 May, he issued the command to 
capture the castle. The decisive assault was 
to start at 3 am on 21 May after every piece 
of  ordnance had fired on the castle. It was 
battalions from I Corps which charged into 
the gap. II Corps attacked from the south, 
and III Corps mounted an assault on the 
northern castle wall, the Vienna Gate and 
the Esztergom Rondella. Kmety’s division 
had the task of  capturing the water defences.

The attack made little headway at first 
because the defenders at the gap were firing 

◄  
The Capture of  Buda in 1849.  
Painting by Károly Jakobey  
(1825–1891)
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from the side as well as face on. Col. János 
Máriássy, divisional commander of  I Corps, 
however, managed to take two battalions 
against the defenders of  the gap from the side, 
via the castle gardens, and thus assisted the 
main assault to get through. At 5 am, Gen. Jó‑
zsef  Nagysándor was pleased to report to Gör‑
gey that there were nine battalions in the castle.

Soldiers of  II Corps had soon penetrated 
the castle via the large garden at the west wall. 
Not having ladders, they climbed the walls 
on each others’ backs. The attackers entered 
by ladders at the Ferdinand Gate and on the 
rubble of  the destroyed wall on the east side 
facing the Danube. Here, the surrounded im‑ 
perial soldiers soon lay down their arms.

III Corps troops, using ladders, climbed 
the Vienna Gate and the neighbouring stretch 

of  wall. 30 fell before the soldiers reached 
the gate and entered the castle. The attackers 
then started along Úri Street and Országház 
Street to Szent György Square, whereupon 
the defenders found themselves under fire 
from two sides. It was at this critical point that 
Hentzi stood at the head of  the defenders on 
Szent György Square and tried to repel the 
Hungarians. He soon received a fatal wound. 
The wounding of  the castle commander 
effectively meant the castle had fallen to the 
Hungarian army. It was 7 am. The last imperial 
troops to surrender were those in the palace.

Hentzi had previously ordered the eva‑ 
cuation of  the water defences, and the 
troops from there were redeployed in the 
castle. Kmety’s troops thus secured the water 
defences too. When imperial Col. Allnoch, 
in charge of  the water defences, saw the 
hopelessness of  the situation, he tried to blow 
up the Chain Bridge, but succeeded only in 
blowing himself  up.

The storming of  Buda castle was the zenith 
of  the Honvéd army’s glory. It also yielded 
a substantial quantity of  arms and materiel, 
providing a solid foundation for the following 
military operations. They were indeed soon to 
be necessary, because Welden was preparing 
for another attack when he heard of  the fall 
of  Buda. It was now clear that Austria alone 
would be unable to put down the Hungarian 
struggle for independence. It is telling that 
the very day Buda was captured, Francis 
Joseph I finalised an agreement by which 
Tsar Michael I of  Russia would send 200,000 
soldiers to crush the Hungarian Revolution. 
The Emperor marked his gratitude for this 
friendly assistance by kissing the hand of  the 
Tsar.

*Excerpt from Róbert Hermann’s book:
“Az 1848-1849-es szabadságharc nagy csatái”  

(Great Battles of  the 1848-49 War of  Independence. 
Zrínyi Publishers, Budapest, 2004) 

Honvéd General György Kmety,  
c. 1850 Painted by Károly Brocky
(1807–1855). A former infuntry 

officer of  the imperial army, György 
Kmety became a general in the  

Honvéd army. After the fall of  the 
War of  Independence he became 
brigadier-general in the Turkish 

armed forces.
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Even before the spring campaign, there were 
some quarters of  the Austrian government who 
did not think Austria would be capable of  dealing 
with the Hungarian struggle for independence 
alone, and the string of  setbacks prompted 
Francis Joseph to ask for help from the Tsar. 
The Austrians first requested an auxiliary force 
of  a few tens of  thousands, to be put under 
Austrian command. Tsar Michael I, however, 
wanted the army he sent to be capable of  putting 
down the revolution by itself. He thus resolved 
to send Prince Ivan Fyodorovich Paskevich 
with 200,000 of  the one million soldiers in his 
army. Another 80,000 were put on standby. The 
full strength of  the imperial army under Field 
Marshal Julius Haynau in June 1849 was some 
170,000. The approximately 155,000 personnel 
in the Hungarian Defence Forces thus had to 
contend with enemies numbering a total of  
370,000 troops.

The Russian intervention undoubtedly 
deprived the Hungarian side of  even a mathe‑ 
matical chance of  victory. The War Minister and 
commander‑in‑chief, Artúr Görgey, saw that  
the only way open to the Hungarian army was to 
deal a decisive blow to the main imperial army 
before the slowly‑moving Russian forces arrived. 
This would have forced Austria to enter talks, 
and offer some kind of  settlement, with the 
Hungarians.

The hopes of  reinforcements for the main 
army from South Hungary were dashed by Mór 
Perczel’s defeat at Káty on 7 June. Consequently, 
an attempted Hungarian counter‑attack along the 
Vág between 16 and 21 June – partly owing to 
the intervention of  a Russian division – ended in 
failure. On 26 June, the Hungarian government 
passed Görgey’s proposal of  concentrating 
the main Hungarian forces at Komárom, but 
changed its mind on 29 June and decided 
to concentrate on the Tisza‑Maros triangle. 
Görgey’s main army repelled the main forces of  
Field Marshal Haynau at Komárom on 2 July, 
but after a failed attempt at a breakthrough in 
Transdanubia on 11 July, was forced to march 
towards Szeged on 12th‑13th. The main Russian 
army under General Paskevich was waiting for 

him at Vác, but Görgey avoided him and reached 
the Tisza. Despite being constrained to the outer 
line of  manoeuvre, he still reached every point 
ahead of  the Russians, and with one‑sixth of  the 
Hungarian army he tied down one third of  the 
intervention forces, four times his strength.

Fighting continued on the other fronts with 
varying success. Arad finally fell to the Hun‑ 
garians. The military situation in South Hungary 
was consolidated at the end of  June, and in the 
second half  of  July the Hungarian forces under 
Antal Vetter pushed Jellačić back to the right bank 
of  the Danube. In Transylvania, Bem prevented 
the Russian–Austrian forces from reaching the 
Great Plain until early August. He lost most of  
the battles, but always found a way of  imposing 
his will on his enemy. His army of  35‑40,000, 
deployed in parts, was gradually worn down by 
clashes with the Russian intervention force.

The concentration in the Tisza‑Maros triangle 
finally took place in late July, and given Vetter’s 
successes in the south and Görgey’s campaign 
in Upper Hungary, the circumstances were 
favourable. Jellačić did not dare leave his safe 
position in Syrmia and made no attempt to 
attack until mid‑August. Haynau’s main army 
was marching towards Szeged in three columns, 
presenting the Hungarians with a prime oppor‑ 
tunity to attack one of  them in superior numbers. 
The new Hungarian commander‑in‑chief, Lt.‑
Gen Henryk Dembiński, however, declined to 
confront Haynau’s numerically smaller force. 
He abandoned Szeged and retreated in the 
direction of  Temesvár, which was in Austrian 
hands. Dembiński ignored the government’s 
orders to march towards Arad, considering it 
more important to secure the route towards 
the Turkish border, and retreated towards 
Temesvár, which was under Hungarian siege. 
Thus was lost the last chance of  defeating the 
main imperial forces. If  Dembiński had marched 
to Arad, he could have joined up with Görgey 
and the total force of  some 80,000 men and 300 
ordnance pieces could have confronted Haynau’s 
advancing army corps, marching at forced pace 
and numbering, after taking Szeged, only 28,000 
and 192 ordnance pieces. Görgey’s retreat had 
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left the Russians 4‑5 days behind him, preventing 
them from relieving Haynau.

It was not to be. Bem, by then appointed com‑ 
mander‑in‑chief, confronted Haynau at Temes‑ 
vár on 9 August, but shortage of  ammunition 
forced him to withdraw from the battle. The 
army fell into a panic during the retreat, and only 
20,000 of  the 45,000‑strong force reassembled 
at Lugos. This left Görgey, just arriving in Arad, 
with the only effective Hungarian force.

Görgey had some 30,000 troops under his 
command, but these included some five thou‑ 
sand unarmed recruits. On 13 August, together 
with his staff  officers, Görgey surrendered un‑ 
conditionally to the Russians at Szőlős, in the field 
beside the Világos Castle. In early September, the 
Pétervárad fort opened its gates to the imperial 
forces, and on 2‑4 October, the garrison of  Ko‑ 
márom Fort surrendered in exchange for free with‑ 
drawal and immunity.

After putting down the War of  Independence, 
the victorious Austrian government launched 
a punitive campaign against the leaders and 
participants of  the Revolution. Indeed it did not 
even wait for the surrender, starting reprisals in 
January 1849. After August 1849, it was the turn 
of  the leaders of  the country and the army. The 
former Prime Minister, Count Lajos Batthyány, 
was executed on 6 October 1849. At Arad on 
the same day, three generals and a colonel were 
shot, and nine generals hanged. The executions 
ended only in summer 1850, by which time some  
140 people had been shot or hanged, half  of  
them former soldiers or people with military 
status. Several hundred were imprisoned and 
several thousand drafted into the imperial army.

Tsar Michael I:  

“Hungary lies at Your Majesty’s feet…”*

The most consistent and devoted adherents 
of  reform looked with increasing vexation on 
internal political developments in spring 1849, 
and more and more reached the conclusion 
that the only hope of  another welcome turn 
like that of  September was the widening of  the 
revolutionary programme, essential to which was 

the settlement of  the problems of  the peasantry 
and the nationalities. The former, the people of  
the soil, were showing more and more signs of  
dissatisfaction – understandably, considering that 
in the months since September the imperial side 
(which did not want to bring down on them‑ 
selves the wrath of  the peasant masses), contrary 
to anticipations, had demonstrated it were not 
going to reverse the freeing of  the peasants 
under the March laws; on the other side, the 
noble leaders of  the Revolution were clearly not 
interested in taking any further steps down the 
road they appeared to have started on with the 
repeal of  the vine tithe.

In the months of  spring, then, several on the 
radical wing of  the Revolution proposed that 
Parliament urgently enshrine in law the repeal of  
the feudal services to which the peasantry was 
still bound. The radical who took these ideas 
furthest, Táncsics, came out in May and June 
with a demand that all landowners’ holdings in 
excess of  two thousand hold (Hungarian acre) 
should be expropriated and divided among those 
in need. Even the most modest of  such demands, 
however, were rejected by most liberals, and the 
failure to fully satisfy peasant demands remained 
a serious debit item against the Revolution. 

An even more significant debit item, however, 
was the failure to solve the nationalities question, 
the magnitude of  which was attested to by the 
pillaged villages and towns in areas of  mixed 
inhabitants, and the thousands of  cruelly 
slaughtered burghers. The need to make peace 
with the nationalities was soon recognised by 
many liberals as well as the radicals. One sign of  
this was the sending of  government agents in 
April to talk with the leader of  the left wing of  the 
Romanian national movement, the leader of  the 
insurgent Transylvania Romanians, Iancu; in May 
with one of  the most prominent of  the Croatian 
liberals, Baron Kušljan; and in early June with the 
main voice of  the Serbian liberals, Stratimirović. 
These negotiations came to nothing, because the 
Hungarian negotiators were willing to offer the 
inhabitants of  non‑Magyar areas no more than 
municipal self‑government, and still declined 
to recognise the non‑Magyar inhabitants of  

Hungary as the sons of  separate nations. After 
the forced passage of  the constitution, Albert 
Pálfi of  the March Youth group and Count 
László Teleki, a leading figure of  the aristocratic 
opposition who joined the radical left wing after 
the Revolution broke out, put forward the view 
that if  the Revolution wished to put a stop to 
counter‑revolutionary movements, the Magyars 
must recognise the separate nationalities of  non‑
Magyars in Hungary, and must give them regional 
self‑government, transforming Hungary into a 
federal republic. It was a view which was utterly 
ignored by the liberal leaders of  the Hungarian 
Revolution.

Nevertheless, the nationalities policy of  the 
Hungarian government did eventually take a 
momentous turn in July. Bălcescu, the most 
broad‑minded leader of  the previous summer’s 

Wallachian Revolution, put down that autumn, 
was by then in exile. He visited Hungary and 
in the middle of  July, made an agreement with 
Kossuth recognising the separate nationality of  
Romanians in Hungary and – to Avram Iancu’s 
satisfaction – permitting the Romanians to take 
over administration of  counties with Romanian 
majorities. At the end of  the month, Parliament 
passed a resolution extending these rights to 
all other nationalities in the country, laying the 
foundations, on paper, for a fundamental change‑ 
over from counter‑revolutionary to revolutionary 
alignments in many quarters over the following 
months.

The problem was that the Hungarian Revo‑ 
lution was not going to be there in the following 
months. The events of  spring had made the 
imperial government realise it could not force 

The surrender at Világos  
on 13 August 1849
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left the Russians 4‑5 days behind him, preventing 
them from relieving Haynau.

It was not to be. Bem, by then appointed com‑ 
mander‑in‑chief, confronted Haynau at Temes‑ 
vár on 9 August, but shortage of  ammunition 
forced him to withdraw from the battle. The 
army fell into a panic during the retreat, and only 
20,000 of  the 45,000‑strong force reassembled 
at Lugos. This left Görgey, just arriving in Arad, 
with the only effective Hungarian force.

Görgey had some 30,000 troops under his 
command, but these included some five thou‑ 
sand unarmed recruits. On 13 August, together 
with his staff  officers, Görgey surrendered un‑ 
conditionally to the Russians at Szőlős, in the field 
beside the Világos Castle. In early September, the 
Pétervárad fort opened its gates to the imperial 
forces, and on 2‑4 October, the garrison of  Ko‑ 
márom Fort surrendered in exchange for free with‑ 
drawal and immunity.

After putting down the War of  Independence, 
the victorious Austrian government launched 
a punitive campaign against the leaders and 
participants of  the Revolution. Indeed it did not 
even wait for the surrender, starting reprisals in 
January 1849. After August 1849, it was the turn 
of  the leaders of  the country and the army. The 
former Prime Minister, Count Lajos Batthyány, 
was executed on 6 October 1849. At Arad on 
the same day, three generals and a colonel were 
shot, and nine generals hanged. The executions 
ended only in summer 1850, by which time some  
140 people had been shot or hanged, half  of  
them former soldiers or people with military 
status. Several hundred were imprisoned and 
several thousand drafted into the imperial army.

Tsar Michael I:  

“Hungary lies at Your Majesty’s feet…”*

The most consistent and devoted adherents 
of  reform looked with increasing vexation on 
internal political developments in spring 1849, 
and more and more reached the conclusion 
that the only hope of  another welcome turn 
like that of  September was the widening of  the 
revolutionary programme, essential to which was 

the settlement of  the problems of  the peasantry 
and the nationalities. The former, the people of  
the soil, were showing more and more signs of  
dissatisfaction – understandably, considering that 
in the months since September the imperial side 
(which did not want to bring down on them‑ 
selves the wrath of  the peasant masses), contrary 
to anticipations, had demonstrated it were not 
going to reverse the freeing of  the peasants 
under the March laws; on the other side, the 
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The surrender at Világos  
on 13 August 1849
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Hungary into submission on its own, but to 
the disappointment of  the Hungarian “peace 
party”, this did not prompt them to approach 
the Hungarians with offers of  terms and mutual 
concessions. Instead, they made recourse to the 
gendarmes of  Europe, the Russian army. At the 
request of  Francis Joseph, an enormous Russian 
auxiliary army under a prince, General Paskevich, 
invaded Hungary to deal with the Hungarian 
Revolution in cooperation with the imperial 
forces, by then under the command of  Field 
Marshal Haynau. A brief  two months later, on  
13 August 1849, Paskevich was able to report to 
his monarch, Tsar Michael I, “Hungary lies at 
Your Majesty’s feet…”

*Excerpt from Péter Hanák (ed.):  
Egy ezredév (One Millenium. Gondolat, Budapest, 1986.)

Kossuth’s dispute with István Széchenyi

Széchenyi attacked Kossuth’s system of  reform in 
Kelet Népe (1841). Széchenyi looked on the spread 
of  the opposition ideas with deep concern. They 
did not spare relations with Austria, ignored the 
aristocracy, and had spread beyond the mass of  
the gentry to other sections of  society. In order 
to preserve stability and predictability, he did not 
want to the changing (and therefore unpredictable) 
forces of  society to be given sole responsibility 
in the transition, whether these forces were on 
the side of  the government or the opposition. 
Fearing the suppression of  the reform move‑ 
ment, he did not want to provoke Vienna, and 
so instead of  opposition he chose reform from 
above. In 1845, he accepted the post of  Chairman 

of  the Transport Committee of  the Council of  
the Governor General. His attacks on Kossuth in 
the Magyar Hírlap came to a head with the article 
Political programme fragments in 1847. 

Lajos Kossuth took the view that there was no 
justification for forcing the broader society into 
a passive role during the transition. His personal 
experiences during the 1831 cholera epidemic 
riot and the lessons of  the European revolutions 
had taught him that social movements could 
not be permanently excluded from politics. He 
therefore drew on democratic ideologies, and 
did not believe in the omnipotence of  elites 
or government power. His political standpoint 
was therefore fundamentally different from 
Széchenyi’s. 

In economics, Széchenyi espoused the Anglo‑
American principles of  the free market, while 
Kossuth preferred a protectionist policy. 

Their dispute became public over the issue 
of  the role of  the modern press. In the 1840s, 
Kossuth became increasingly convinced that 
the casinos Széchenyi had founded were in‑ 
adequate to force the bourgeois transfor‑ 
mation, and that the political activity of  the 
broader society had to be increased and directed. 
Kossuth’s views of  society were based on a view 
of  liberty that emphasised the common origins 
of  rights, while Széchenyi took into account 
wealth and cultural attributes in the exercise of  
political rights. 

The ultimate aim of  both of  them was the 
creation of  a liberal, bourgeois nation‑state. 
Kossuth wanted rapid changes, aimed for na‑ 
tional self‑determination, without regard for 
the sensitivities of  the court. Instead of  the 
aristocracy, he saw the opposition gentry as 
the guiding force of  the changes. In attitudes 
towards minority nationalities, Széchenyi saw 
the need for toleration, and had warned of  this 

in a speech to the Academy in 1842, whereas 
Kossuth was a combative nationalist and  
a believer in assimilation, in keeping with the 
spirit of  the time. Széchenyi looked on with 
empathy towards the aspirations of  national 
minorities on the territory of  the Kingdom 
of  Hungary, Kossuth openly declared that  
“I will never, never under the Holy Crown of  
Hungary recognise any nation or nationality 
other than the Hungarian.” Kossuth had before 
him the model of  the French Revolution, where 
the homogeneous French nation was created by 
simple language laws. He did not take account of  
how the concepts of  nation and nationalism had 
evolved since then.

Public opinion in the country, and certainly 
the opposition politicians were all on Kossuth’s 

side during the 1840s. The political struggles of  
the Reform Age were dominated by the debates 
among currents within liberalism, such as the 
Széchenyi–Kossuth dispute. It should not be 
forgotten, however, that the main political front 
of  the time was drawn between liberalism of  
all currents, despite the many internal disputes, 
and the very strongly‑positioned conservative‑
absolutist‑status‑quo party. 

In 1885, Kossuth labelled Széchenyi as a 
liberal aristocrat and himself  as a democrat. 
At the same time, without Széchenyi’s far‑
reaching and comprehensive appraisal of  so‑ 
ciety and assessment of  the country’s con‑ 
dition, the programme divergences of  later 
years could not have occurred. Their ideo‑ 
logies and disputes ultimately fused into a solid 
foundation for Hungarian modernisation, and the 

The Arad Martyrs. Painted  
by János Thorma (1870–1937)

EDUARD SAYOUS (1842–1898):

The Western nations must acknowledge with gratitude the services Hungary has rendered 
to civilisation, first when its people stood as a bulwark against barbarism, and then when 

they clung to their freedom with implacable courage.
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fruitful divergence of  their approaches fed all 
subsequent alternative thinking in the matter 
of  progress. 

Leader of  the War of  Independence

On hearing of  the revolution in France in 
February 1848, Lajos Kossuth proposed 
on 3 March that the opposition programme 
should urgently be passed into law. He was 
instrumental in having the Diet pass the laws 
prescribing revolutionary transformation, and 
in sending the deputation to Vienna which 

forced the central government’s consent. He 
was appointed Minister of  Finance in the 
new Batthyány government, so that he was 
responsible for the country’s first independent 
budget. The first Hungarian banknote became 
known as the “Kossuth‑bankó”. In spring and 
summer 1848, he represented the views of  
the government, which wanted to consolidate 
what the Revolution had achieved, but he also 
forged ever‑closer ties with the radicals. In a 
speech of  11 July, he carried through a demand 
that 200,000 men be recruited to defend the 
homeland, and 42 million forints be set aside 
for defence. On 6 September, he ordered the 
issue of  the first Hungarian banknote to cover 
defence costs. 

On 15 September, the Diet elected the Na‑ 
tional Defence Committee to organise the 
country’s defences. In late September, he went 
on a highly successful recruiting tour (his first 
stop being at Cegléd), calling on the people of  
the Great Plain to defend the homeland and 
the Revolution, one act of  which had freed 
the bonded tenant peasants. On Batthyány’s 
resignation, executive power passed to the 
Defence Committee, which elected Kossuth 
as its chairman. As the War of  Independence 
unfolded, he was indefatigable in organising 
the army and in addressing the economic, 
social and political issues of  national resistance 
and defence of  the revolution. 

It was at his proposal that the Parliament 
in Debrecen pronounced the dethronement 
of  the House of  Habsburg in the Declaration 
of  Independence of  14 April 1849. Kos‑
suth was at the same time elected temporary 
head of  state, “Governor‑President”. In the 
final stages of  the War of  Independence, he 
admitted that new measures were needed to 
provide national rights for the non‑Magyar 
peoples of  Hungary. He made some inept 
interference in military affairs after the Russian 
intervention, but recognising the hopelessness 
of  the situation he was obliged, on 11 August 
1849, to hand over power to General Ar‑
túr Görgey. Faced with the senselessness 

 
Lajos Kossuth 

István Széchenyi at the Iron 
Gates, 1836. Painted by  

Ágost Schoefft (1809–1888).  
The painting was probably  

made to propagate Széchenyi’s 
„Great Cause”

Statue of  Lajos Kossuth in the square named after him, in Budapest (Photo: Veronika Dévényi)
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of  further struggle, Görgey surrendered 
shortly afterwards. In a letter from Vidin in 
September, Kossuth unjustly (although with  
a view to the possibility of  resuming the 
War of  Independence) accused Görgey of  
treachery, thus distorting the assessment of  
that great general for 150 years. 

In exile

He maintained contacts with French, Ita‑
lian, Russian, German and Polish emigré 
circles, above all with Giuseppe Mazzini, 
who manifested Kossuth’s influence in his 
inadequately‑prepared attempts at rebellion in 
the early 1850s. Kossuth’s status in exile rose 
with his activity during the Crimean War of  
1853‑56, but since Austria did not support 
Russia, he had no chance of  gaining Anglo‑
French support for Hungarian independence. 

In the following years, Kossuth anticipated 
that a conflict between the Great Powers 
would enable the liberation of  Hungary; 
this prompted him to link up with Emperor 
Napoleon III of  France. When Napoleon III 
and Camillo Cavour, Prime Minister of  Sard‑
Piedmont, raised the prospect of  assisting 
Hungary’s independence as part of  their pre‑ 
parations for the French–Italian–Austrian 
War of  1859, Kossuth founded the Hungarian 
National Directorate with László Teleki and 
György Klapka, and started to organise the 
Hungarian Legion. Napoleon III’s unexpected 
peace treaty with Austria after his resounding 
victory at the Battle of  Solferino stiffened Kos‑
suth in his determination to link Hungarian’s 
liberation with the movement of  other peoples 
struggling for their independence. There were 
still great international forces supporting the 
Habsburgs, because the survival of  their em‑
pire was seen as an important component 
in maintaining the balance among the Great 
Powers. Garibaldi’s landing in Sicily in 1860, 
however, aroused new hopes. There were 
many Hungarians among his fighting men, 
and his success might have resulted in another 
Italian–Austrian war. The Hungarian Legion 
was revived for this eventuality, and Kos‑
suth negotiated possible collaboration with 
the Italians. The war was not to be, however. 
Although Hungary remained under Austrian 

rule, absolutism there was obliged to retreat. 
Domestic resistance and the activity of  the 
exiles were mutually reinforcing. Emigré acti‑ 
vity made the resistance threatening, while 
the silent but resisting country formed the 
background for armed preparations and talks 
with the Great Powers by Kossuth and the 
exiles. The plans he developed featured many 
utopian ideas for cooperation between the 
Hungarians and their neighbouring peoples, 
and a similarly utopian plan for a future 
Danube Confederation of  liberated peoples 
(May 1862). Kossuth moved to Italy in 1861, 
from where he looked on with even greater 
worry at the Austro‑Hungarian talks which led 
up to the Compromise. 

In his famous “Cassandra letter” to Ferenc 
Deák (1867), he condemned the Compromise, 
accused Deák of  abandoning the nation’s 
right of  self‑determination, and held out 
for his demand of  complete independence. 
He thought that the Prusso‑Austrian War, 
with some greater effort, might have caused 
the break‑up of  Austria, and even when 
this did not happen, he saw no grounds for 
giving up the ideal of  national independence, 
and argued waiting for the next favourable 
occasion. Hungary’s destiny should not be 
tied to an empire doomed to disintegration, 
because Austria could lead Hungary into a war 
which could cause the break‑up of  Hungary 
as well as the Empire. “Common statehood 
will carry Hungary into extreme peril.” 

T he crushing of  the 

Hungarian War of  In‑ 

dependence was followed by military in‑ 

vasion and bloody reprisals. The judgement 

of  the Emperor and his government was im‑ 

plemented by Field Marshal Haynau, who 

bragged, “I will hang the rebel leaders,” “I will 

have the turncoat officers shot,” “I will pull up 

the weeds by their roots, I will set an example 

to all of  Europe as to how rebels are to be 

dealt with and how to ensure order, calm and 

peace for a century.” The executions followed 

one after another throughout the dark autumn 

of  1849. On 6 October, the Prime Minister 

of  the first Hungarian government, Count 

Lajos Batthyány, was shot in Pest, and the 

same day twelve heroic generals and a colonel 

were executed in Arad. The names of  Lajos 

Aulich, János Damjanich, Arisztid Dessewffy, 

Ernő Kiss, Károly Knézich, György Lahner, 

Vilmos Lázár, Károly Leiningen‑Westerburg, 

József  Nagysándor, Ernő Pölten- 

berg, József  Schweidel, Ignác Török and Károly 

Vécsey stand as a memorial and a sign that Hun‑ 

garians, Germans and Serbs fought and died 

side by side, for liberty!

After the executions, retribution continued 

with fearsome sentences by the thousand: cap‑ 

tivity in heavy irons, damp dungeons and hard 

labour, confiscation of  property and punitive 

military service. The blind thirst for retribution 

exceeded the limit of  any inclination to make 

peace. If  the war made heroes, the reprisals 

made martyrs, and the nation should never 

forget them.

The country was split up after 1849: Transyl‑ 

vania was again detached, new crown 

provinces were set up under the names of  

Serbian Voivodina and Temes Banat; the 

remainder of  the country was divided into 

Photograph of  Lajos Kossuth taken 
on 6 October 1890, the day his voice 
was recorded on a phonograph in 
Turin, on the unveiling of  a statue 
to the Arad Martyrs
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Photograph of  Lajos Kossuth taken 
on 6 October 1890, the day his voice 
was recorded on a phonograph in 
Turin, on the unveiling of  a statue 
to the Arad Martyrs
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five districts administered first by soldiers and 
later by district bailiffs, beneath them “county 
prefects”. The Emperor’s uncle, Archduke 
Albrecht, was appointed at the head of  the 
occupied and annexed country. The real power 
was held by the Minister of  the Interior in 
Vienna, Alexander Bach. An army of  his ad‑ 
ministrators, the “Bach Hussars” flooded the 
country.

Hungary in defeat was “pacified” by mi‑ 
litary occupation and total absorption – politi‑ 
cal, administrative and economic – into the 
Habsburg Empire. This was designed as a pu‑ 
nishment for the country having abused its 
constitutional rights by “rebellion”. Hungary 
was not alone in being dealt with in this way; 
all the peoples of  the Empire were treated simi‑ 
larly. The bitter spirit of  the age was that 
nationalities loyal to the dynasty received in 
reward the same as the Hungarians did in pu‑ 
nishment: raw tyranny and injustice. The only 
one of  the 1848 reforms recognised under 
absolutism was the freeing of  the villein peasants; 
equality under the law, and all other right and 
institution of  constitutionality and liberty, were 
repealed. The national autonomy promised in 
the 1849 Olomouc Constitution was left to rest 
on paper. In fact the constitution itself  was soon 
dropped, and on the last day of  1851, unlimited 
imperial absolutism was proclaimed.

The young Francis Joseph, son of  the am‑ 
bitious Archduchess Sophia, pupil of  Metternich 
and Prince Schwarzenberg, had been raised in 
the autocratic atmosphere of  rule in alienation 
from the people and above nations; he regarded 
his calling as rule by the grace of  God. He was 
a mediocre, irresolute and cold ruler, more of  
an unimaginative bureaucrat than a great leader, 
but diligent and dutiful. He looked to his large 
and strong‑looking army, his well‑disciplined 
administration, his swollen gendarmerie, his 

police force, and an army of  spies and infor‑ 
mers, to be the basis for consolidating an em‑ 
pire under absolute rule, strictly centralised, all 
of  its nationalities being uniformised to the 
German character. The system was bolstered 
by the Concordat of  1855, confirming the pre‑ 
dominance of  the Catholic Church.

The vast majority of  the Magyars detested 
the dictatorship and defied the Bach system. 
Although aristocrats loyal to the court buzzed 
around the absolute ruler’s throne, the old 
conservative circle of  senior nobles chafed against 
bureaucratic centralism, with its disregard for the 
“ancient constitution” and their own influence. 
There were some of  the very numerous nobility, 
particularly the impoverished, who accepted 
offices and served absolutism. There were even 
more bold patriots who prepared for another 
rebellion. In the years following the defeat, secret 
organisations formed in Pest, Transdanubia, the 
Mátra area and, most notably, in Transylvania. 
The conspirators, counting on Kossuth and the 
exiles, prepared for an unannounced national up‑ 
rising. All of  these secret organisations were 
unveiled, their leaders executed, and even 
harmless assemblies and balls were banned.

Most of  the well‑off  landowners and minor 
nobles, however, chose passive resistance. They 
withdrew to their estates, did not accept offices, 
did not pay tax, and evaded the authorities 
and public finance wherever they could. Be 
contemptuous of  tyranny, know nothing of  its 
servants, as if  they did not even live here – that 
was the watchword. The Austrian should not feel 
at home anywhere… Let him be and remain a 
foreigner in this land… He shall not be accepted 
by society… Let them be like lepers, avoided by 
everyone, feared by everyone.”

*Excerpt from Péter Hanák (ed.):  
Egy ezredév (One Millenium. Gondolat, Budapest, 1986.)

The eras of  Absolutism and Dualism  
– Dictatorship*

Hungary under the yoke. painted 
by Mihály Kovács (1818–1892), 
1861. The central female figure  
of  this allegorical picture is 
Hungaria, fleeing with her two 
children, art and science, before 
soldiers and furies (people from 
the neighbouring countries and 
representatives of  ethnic groups  
in Hungary).
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Battle of  Custozzai, 1866

A fter the 1849 Hungarian campaign, 
the imperial army faced its next test 

in 1859. The Kingdom of  Piedmont‑Sardinia 
was not put off  by the defeat of  1848–1849 
in its hopes of  creating a unitary Italian state. 
By 1859 developments in European political 
affairs persuaded France and Piedmont that 
the Austrians should be driven out of  North 
Italy. France provoked the war, and the Austrian 
government declared war on 23 April, thereby 
losing any chance of  assistance from members of  
the German Confederation, who were obliged to 
come to Austria’s aid only if  it was attacked.

The Austrians raised 220,000 troops for the  
war, the French 180,000, and the Piedmontese 
60,000. The imperial army was led by Field 
Marshal Count Ferenc Gyulay. Although he could 
have attacked and defeated the Piedmont army 
before the French arrived, he fatally delayed. 
After the first French forces arrived in Piedmont 
in late April, Gyulay finally gave up the attack. 
The first serious battle took place at Magenta on 
4 June. The two sides were numerically approx‑ 
imately equal, but fortune favoured the French: 
the imperial forces evacuated the city and re‑ 
treated. The decisive battle was fought at Solferino 
on 24 June. Here, Francis Joseph led the imperial 
army in person, with catastrophic results. Total 
chaos broke out among the staff; eight of  the 
25 regiments were not even deployed; and the 
reserve artillery did not fire a single shot. The 
French guns, with their rifled barrels, decimated 
the imperial forces. 22,000 out of  160,000 were 
killed or wounded. Napoleon III, however, did 
not take advantage of  his success. He signed a 
truce with Francis Joseph at Villafranca on 11 July, 
and peace at Zurich on 10 November, content for 
Austria to concede Lombardy to Piedmont.

A Hungarian legion, the “Hungarian Army 
in Italy” was formed during the Franco–

Piedmontese–Austrian war, on 8 July 1859. This 
force was disbanded after the Villafranca truce. 
In 1860, István Türr and some 100 Hungarian 
volunteers joined in Garibaldi’s campaign in Sicily 
and South Italy. Lajos Tüköry was killed during 
the capture of  Palermo, and István Dunyov was 
seriously wounded in the Battle of  Volturno. The 
flag of  another Hungarian legion was unfurled in 
Naples on 31 October 1860. This legion stayed 
together when the campaign ended, and followed 
the decrees of  the Italian government as an 
independent force. It fought against the South 
Italian bandits in 1861–1862, and was disbanded 
only in 1867. It had a strength at its peak of  
around 1200. 

Several hundred Hungarian soldiers also 
fought in the American Civil War between 1861 
and 1865, most in the Northern army. Five of  
these rose to the rank of  general. There were a 
dozen Hungarians in the Lincoln Riflemen and 
the Garibaldi Guard. Károly Zágonyi became 
famous for a daring cavalry charge at Springfield. 

In 1866, the two leading powers of  the 
German Confederation, Austria and Prussia, 
faced up to each other. It was not the purpose 
of  the German chancellor Otto von Bismarck 
to destroy Austria, only to eject it from a unified 
Germany. He persuaded Napoleon III to remain 
neutral in the conflict, and even made an ally of  
Italy, which wanted to expel the Austrians from 
Veneto. The Prussians started to mobilise in 
March 1866, marched into Holstein in June, and 
then declared war on Austria on 18 June. On 22‑
23 June, a large part of  the Prussian army was 
stationed on Bohemian territory, and came out 
victor in nearly every engagement. The decisive 
battle took place at Königgrätz on 3 July. The two 
sides threw nearly 500,000 soldiers into the fray. 
The Austrians were led by Field Marshal Lajos 
Benedek, and the Prussians by Helmuth von 

Moltke. The Prussian army, with breech‑loading 
weapons, attacking in loose formations, mowed 
down the imperial forces, with muzzle‑loading 
weapons and defending in closed columns: the 
Prussians lost some 9000 men, and the Austrians 
42,500. 

Things went better on the Italian front. Arch‑ 
duke Albrecht dealt a decisive blow to the 
Italians at Custozza on 28 June, and Vice‑
Admiral Tegethoff  defeated the Italian fleet at 
Lissa on 20 June. Some of  the troops in Italy 
were redirected to the north, but the war did not 
continue. Austria and Prussia signed a prelimin‑ 

ary peace in Nikolsburg on 26 July and fi‑ 
nalised it in Prague on 23 August. Austria left 
the German Confederation, Prussia annexed 
Hanover, Hesse, Schleswig and Holstein. The 
Austrian–Italian peace was signed in Vienna on 
3 October, under which Austria relinquished 
Veneto.

A Hungarian legion led by György Klapka was 
also formed during the 1866 Prusso–Austrian  
War (on 15 July). The 1560‑strong force penetrat‑ 
ed Hungary on 3 August, after the Prusso–
Austrian truce had started, but was soon forced 
to return to Prussian soil. 

Military affairs in the era of  neoabsolutism
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ferred to keep the crown of  Hungary in Austria, 
quite reasonably fearing that in Hungary it might 
fall into the hands of  a rebel who could then have 
himself  crowned king. After much wrangling, 
the wishes of  the kingdom prevailed: on 12 June 
1608, Rudolf, with great ceremony, presented 
the case containing the Holy Crown to Crown 
Prince Matthias and the large and splendidly‑
armed Hungarian noble deputation escorting 
him, and after the coronation, Matthias  II, as 
laid down in Act 16 of  the post‑coronation laws 
of  1608, had the Holy Crown, together with the 
coronation insignia, taken to Pozsony Castle.

In 1618, during the Bethlen Uprising, the 
Guard of  the Crown, Péter Révay, was forced 
to give up the crown to the rebels, who took 

it to the castle of  Zólyom (Zvolen, Slovakia). 
As Ferdinand forced Bethlen to retreat, the 
crown was taken to Kassa (Kosiče, Slovakia), 
Eperjes, and finally to Ecsed in Szabolcs County. 
Possession of  the Holy Crown returned to Fer‑ 
dinand II in June 1621 under the Peace of  Ni‑ 
kolsburg.

Although the Hungarian estates had elected 
Bethlen king, they had not crowned him, even 
though he was in possession of  the crown. 
During the tempestuous years of  1691–1622, 
the Guard of  the Holy Crown, Count Péter 
Révay, remained constantly beside the crown 
and followed it everywhere until, after handing  
it over to the agent of  Ferdinand II in 1622, he 
died. Tumultuous rejoicing greeted the crown 

T he trials of  the Hungarian Holy Crown 
and coronation insignia continued into 

the modern age. King John Zápolya and Péter 
Perényi, the surviving general of  the catastrophe 
at Mohács, were at that time the Guards of  the 
Holy Crown, and had easy access to Visegrád, 
the place where it was traditionally kept. He and 
Perényi were of  the same party at that time, but 
after his coronation, Perényi switched allegiance 
to Ferdinand, taking the Holy Crown with him. 
After Ferdinand’s coronation at Székesfehér‑ 
vár, the crown was probably again returned 
to Visegrád and held there until 1529. In that 
sad year, there was another humiliation for 
the Holy Crown: János Bánffi, of  the Zápolya 
party, captured the Guard of  the Crown, Péter 
Perényi, as he fled the Turks with the crown, and 
surrendered both Perényi and the crown to the 
invading Sultan Suleiman. Suleiman passed on the 
Holy Crown to Zápolya, who presented himself  
as a vassal. The Holy Crown remained with John 
until his death, but his widow Queen Isabella 
made peace with Ferdinand I in 1551 through the 
intercession of  George Martinuzzi and presented 
him with the crown. This was the confirmation 
that she, her son John Sigismund and all of  their 
descendants renounced the Hungarian throne to 
the benefit of  Ferdinand and his successors. The 
Holy Crown was received by General Castaldo 
of  the Imperial Army and a company of  Spanish 
and Hungarian cavalry, who took it to Pozsony 
(now Bratislava, Slovakia), where Ferdinand 
was attending the Hungarian Diet. Ferdinand 
did not keep the Holy Crown permanently in 
Hungary. The large part of  the realm which had 
fallen under Turkish control included the places 
where the Holy Crown and coronation insignia 
had been kept. Ferdinand immediately had 
them taken to Vienna, although for most of  the 
Habsburg Era, they were kept in the sturdy castle 
of  Pozsony, occasionally being transported to 

Vienna or even Prague, the favoured seat of  the 
Habsburgs at that time, because the king wished 
to have them in his current place of  residence or 
it was necessary to keep them in safety against 
the Turkish peril or the attacks of  the King’s 
sometimes rebellious subjects. 

With the coming of  more settled times, the 
Peace of  Vienna of  1606 obliged Matthias, 
the heir apparent, to return the Holy Crown 
to Hungary and keep it in Pozsony (Act 4 of  
1606). The same Act named the Holy Crown 
corona regni, Crown of  the Realm. Rudolf  had 
hitherto kept the Holy Crown in Prague Castle, 
his permanent residence, and did not wish  
to relinquish it, but was eventually 
forced to submit at the urging 
of  Crown Prince Matthias. 
Matthias would have pre‑ 

The history of  the Hungarian Holy Crown  
and coronation insignia in the modern age*

► 
King Stephen’s coronation 
robe, the crown attributed  

to him (11th–12th century)  
and the sceptre. These 

coronation insignia  
represent the Árpád Era.
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and the sceptre. These 

coronation insignia  
represent the Árpád Era.
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have seemed advisable for other reasons. By 
1712, the crown had returned to Pozsony and 
stayed there until 1784, apart from a brief  period 
during the War of  the Austrian Succession when 
it was guarded in the well‑defended castle of  
Komárom, further from the border.

In one of  the saddest periods in its history,  
the Holy Crown languished in the court treasury 
in Vienna for six years between 13 April 1784 
and 17 February 1790, after Emperor Joseph 
II decreed it be stored there together with the 
crowns of  his other kingdoms. It was put in 
the care of  two supremely loyal chief  guards 
– one of  them was Count Ferenc Balassa. The 
crown jewels were effectively stolen. It was 
among the greatest rejoicing that the crown was 
brought home in a veritable triumphal march 
in 1790. Without going into the details of  the 
celebrations, it is worth noting the presence of  
the Croatian nobility, who still felt themselves  
as one with the Hungarians. Indeed the delegates 
of  Zagreb County even wore Hungarian ceremo‑ 
nial dress to the Diet which received the crown. 
The crown was taken to Buda, put on public 
display for three days, and only then placed in the 
royal castle of  Buda, where it is still held today. 
“Long live Hungarian liberty!” was the watch‑ 
word ringing out all over the kingdom on the  
return of  the Holy Crown, and the finest 
Hungarian poets of  the day wrote verses to 
“our glorious crown”, “the holy gift from the 
heavens”. Historians produced a whole litera‑ 
ture on the story of  the Holy Crown.

During the Napoleonic Wars, the Holy Crown 
had to be taken to safety again: from Buda to 
Mohács in 1805, and to Eger and Gyöngyös  
in 1809.

During the Revolution and War of  Indepen‑ 
dence of  1848‑49, Kossuth and his government 
took the crown and coronation insignia with them 
when they had to flee the army of  Windischgrätz 
in December 1848. Packed on to a cart and taken 
with great difficulty across the half‑finished 

Chain Bridge, whose deck consisted of  no more 
than wooden planks, the crown jewels were then 
loaded on to a special train in Pest, escorted by 
crown‑guard grenadiers, first to Szolnok and 
then to Debrecen. The story is well known of  
how, after the catastrophe of  Világos, Bertalan 
Szemere, Minister of  the Interior, together with 
three associates, buried a case containing the 
crown and insignia beside an abandoned house 
near Orsova to prevent it falling into the hands 
of  the imperial troops. Judging the place to be 
inadequate, however, they dug it up again next 
day, and along the road to Wallachia, two young 
men buried it again among the willows, and left it 
there. The Holy Crown was next found in spring 
1853, in a special case which had preserved it 
unharmed, but the sword was severely rusted 
and St Stephen’s cloak had suffered much in the 
damp soil of  the woods. From there, an Austrian 
warship bore it to Buda‑Pest, where Archduke 
Albert, the Emperor’s governor, and Cardinal 
János Scitovszky received it among popular 
rejoicing on a scale matching that of  1790. It was 
put on public display, but only for three days, 
whereafter it was taken on to Vienna, because 
Francis Joseph wanted to see for himself  that the 
true insignia had been found. The Holy Crown 
travelled to Vienna by train under the personal 
escort of  Cardinal Scitovszky, who showed it 
from the windows of  the carriage at every station 
along the way and gave the people his blessing. In 
Vienna, the young emperor had it taken into the 
court chapel, held a ceremonial Te Deum above 
it, and then sent it back to Buda. 

On the celebration of  Hungary’s millennium 
in 1896, the Holy Crown was taken around the 
streets of  Budapest on the royal carriage, once 
again on display to the Hungarian people, who 
viewed it with deep and undiminished devotion.

*Excerpt from Emma Bartoniek ‘A magyar királykoroná-
zások története’ (The History of  the Hungarian Royal 
Coronations. Reissued by Akadémiai Kiadó, 1987) 
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swore the oath on this in the 
coronation ceremony.

Sword attributed to King Stephen  
(12th century), now held  
in the treasury of  St Vitus’  
Cathedral in Prague

as it was returned to Pozsony with full official 
ceremony.

In 1644, during the uprising of  Prince 
George I Rákóczi of  Transylvania, the crown 
left Pozsony again and was held in the castle of  
Győr, protected by the Danube.

The Crown next had to be taken to safety in 
1683, despite a law of  1659 which re‑established 
the prohibition of  its removal from the kingdom. 
The Turkish army was marching against Vienna 

along the left bank of  the Danube, with Pozsony 
in its path, and the crown was taken first to Linz 
and then to Passau. After the relief  of  Vienna 
and the triumphant expulsion of  the Turks, 
the crown was returned to Pozsony, where it 
remained until 1703. Its removal to Vienna at 
that time was officially necessitated by a lightning 
strike on Pozsony Castle which burned down 
the castle tower, but in the midst of  Francis II 
Rákóczi’s War of  Independence, the move may 
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T he new sovereign entity created by the 
Compromise of  1867 was a federation of  

two states of  equal rank, the Austrian Empire and 
the Kingdom of  Hungary. The former comprised 
the Hereditary Lands and all territories of  the 
Empire which did not belong to the Hungarian 
crown. For the first time since 1526, all lands of  
historical Hungary were united into the Kingdom 
of  Hungary. Transylvania was once more part of  
Hungary, and in 1886, the Military Frontiers were 
also abolished. A Croatian–Hungarian Comprom‑ 
ise was also reached in 1868. Each half  of  the 
Empire had its own legislature and had its own 
government, with an independent administration 
and judiciary.

External representation of  the Empire was 
conducted through a system of  joint affairs. This 
covered foreign affairs and the military, and the 
public finance to cover these. The heads of  these 
ministries were appointed by the monarch, Francis 
Joseph I, but the ministries were supervised 
by delegates elected by the parliament of  each 
member state.

The supreme cohesive force of  the empire was 
the császári és királyi (cs. és k., k und k, Imperial 
and Royal) Army, whose language of  command 
was German. Its mobilisation was a sovereign 
right of  the monarch. The parliaments of  the 
member states exercised influence only through 
the right to propose recruits. The common 
army was supplemented by the Hungarian Royal 
Honvédség army and the Austrian Landwehr. 
Initially they only had infantry and cavalry, 
without artillery.

The political settlement was accompanied by 
an economic settlement. The Monarchy retained 
a common financial system and its entire territory 
formed a single customs area in the internal and 
external senses. The Hungarian side assumed part 
of  the Austrian government debt, in a proportion 
known as the “quota”. 

The new system had elements of  absolutism 
and elements of  parliamentarianism. It could not 
function if  either side challenged its existence. The 
monarch’s right of  command over the army was 
designed to deter any such challenge. In addition, 
parliamentarianism and the system of  common 
affairs prevented either side of  the Empire from 
engaging in foreign policy ventures without the 
consent of  the other side. This ensured stability in 
the Monarchy’s foreign policy, but deprived it of  
any initiative. The Monarchy strove to maintain 
balance among the great European powers. Since 
the principal source of  threat to this balance in 
the second half  of  the 19th century was Russia, 
the Monarchy – despite the treaties between 
the two empires – attempted to contain Russia’s 
great‑power aspirations.

Until 1871, the Monarchy’s foreign policy had 
a fundamentally anti‑Prussian focus, but Prussia’s 
victory in its war with France in 1870‑71 put 
an end to endeavours in this direction. After 
Count Gyula Andrássy’s appointment as foreign 
minister in 1871, the Monarchy’s foreign policy 
turned to the Balkans. The “League of  the Three 
Emperors” established among Russia, Germany 
and Austria–Hungary in 1873 was designed to 
maintain stability in the region.

After the Russo–Turkish War of  1877–1878, 
the Great Powers settled the status of  Ottoman 
territories in Europe. The Berlin Conference 
of  13 June–13 July 1878 authorised the Austro‑
Hungarian Monarchy to take military control 
of  Bosnia and Herzegovina and station forces 
in the Sanjak of  Novi Pazar. The territories still 
remained the sovereignty of  the Sultan. On 
27 July, however, before the occupation took 
place, the representatives of  the local Islamic 
population set up a provisional government in 
Sarajevo, and when the Austro‑Hungarian army 
moved in, the local population rose up against the 
new invading power.

The first clash took place on 3 August at 
Maglaj. It soon developed into an all‑out war, 
which lasted until late October. Sarajevo was the 
scene of  bloody street fighting, and eventually 
taken on 19 August. There were about 90,000 men 
fighting on the rebel side, against which the 
Austro‑Hungarian Monarchy deployed some 
270,000 soldiers. The losses in the Monarchy’s 
army during the occupation were 3300 dead and 
6700 wounded. The Sanjak of  Novi Pazar was 
invaded by the Imperial and Royal army in 1879. 
The military administration set up during the 
occupation lasted until 1882, when the province 
was declared a condominium of  Austro and 
Hungary subject to the ministry of  finance and a 
governor accountable to the ministry.

A treaty of  alliance with Germany (1879) was 
designed to contain Russian aspirations. The 
League of  the Three Emperors was revived in 
1881, followed soon after by the Triple Alliance 
of  Germany, Italy and Austria–Hungary (1882), 
to which Romania also joined (1883). Relations 
between Russia and Austria–Hungary tangibly 
deteriorated after the Monarchy’s 
refusal to support Russia in re‑ 
storing the status quo in the Bal‑ 
kans in 1885.

Treaties between Britain and 
France (1904), and between Britain 
and Russia (1907), completed the 
system of  European alliances. Bri‑ 
tain, France and Russia had formed 
up on one side, and Germany, 
the Ottoman Empire and the 
Austro‑Hungarian Monarchy on 
the other. They were joined by 
the other, minor European states. 
Bulgaria, Italy and Romania were 
complementary to the Monarchy 
and the “triple alliance”, even  
though Italy and Romania main‑ 
tained territorial claims against it.

In 1908, fearing a political 
change in the Ottoman Empire, the 
Monarchy annexed the province of  
Bosnia‑Herzegovina on 5–7 Octo‑ 
ber, and at the same time evacuated 

the Sanjak of  Novi Pazar and returned it to 
Turkey. Serbia and Russia vociferously protested 
the annexation, but when Germany, which was 
mediating in the conflict, took the side of  the 
Monarchy, they were forced to sound the retreat. 
The Ottoman‑Turkish Empire recognised the 
annexation in return for compensation for Turkish 
state property, under the Treaty of  Istanbul on  
26 February 1909.

The dress rehearsals for the First World War 
were the Balkan Wars of  1912–1913, in which 
Turkey and Bulgaria suffered serious defeats. 
The increasingly strained relations between 
the Monarchy and Serbia carried the intensi‑ 
fying threat of  war. The chief  of  the general 
staff  of  the Monarchy’s army, Franz Conrad 
von Hötzendorf, urged a pre‑emptive strike, but  
the politicians strove to maintain the status quo.

Hungary in the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy

Count Gyula Andrássy. 
Painting by Gyula Benczúr
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O n 28 June 1914, Archduke Franz Ferdi‑ 
nand, heir to the Austro–Hungarian 

throne and his wife were assassinated in Sarajevo. 
The Austro‑Hungarian leadership, to prove their 
worth as a great power, wanted to extend their 
influence in the Balkans, and resolved to respond 
with a war of  reprisal. The only objection came 
from the Hungarian Prime Minister, Count István 
Tisza. As he wrote in a memorandum to Emperor 
Francis Joseph I on 1 July 1914, he considered 
that any move by the Austro‑Hungarian Mo‑ 
narchy citing the assassination as a reason for 
punishing Serbia would be a fatal mistake. At 
the joint ministerial council meeting of  7 July, 
he considered it impermissible that military ac‑ 
tion should be launched without diplomatic 
preparation and that Germany should decide on 
the issue of  a war between Austria–Hungary and 
Serbia. He would not accept the annexation of  

I n the period before the outbreak of  what 
the contemporaries referred to as the 

Great War and later came to be called the First 
World War, soldiers of  countries which found 
themselves taking up arms against each other 
always strove to preserve peace.

In 1896, there was a Greek–Turkish conflict in 
Crete. An uprising against Turkish rule broke out 
in the Cretan city of  Canea on 4 February 1897. 
To defend the Austro‑Hungarian consulate, thirty 
sailors were landed from two warships dispatched  
to Canea. The Austro‑Hungarian Consul to Crete 
was the Hungarian citizen Gyula Pintér, who 
ordered the detachment to cordon duties. The 
separation of  the Turkish and Greek quarters of  
Canea marked the first peacekeeping mission of  the 
modern age. On 12 February, the Turkish governor 
of  Crete requested the six European powers 
(Great Britain, France, Germany, Russia, Italy and 
the Austro‑Hungarian Monarchy) to put a stop 
to the hostilities. In a certain sense, then, interna‑ 
tional peacekeeping is a Hungarian invention. On 
1 March, a six‑power administration was set up on 
the island, of  which Gyula Pintér was put in charge. 

The military command set up in Canea was 
Italian, and the civilian government was Austro‑
Hungarian. These authorities divided the island 
into six sectors and despatched a 2400‑strong land 
force. The Monarchy’s military command sent 
the 2nd Trieste Battalion of  the 87th Infantry Regi‑
ment to Crete, led by Colonel Leo Guzek, which 
arrived on 29 March. An international rapid‑
response squadron, set up under the command 
of  Lieutenant‑Commander Ferenc Martinák, 
marked another Hungarian contribution to the 
progress of  military science. After the Turkish–
Greek ceasefire of  20 May, the Greek forces 
withdrew from Crete, and peacekeepers took over 
the evacuated area. Guzek’s unit was responsible 
for gathering in the weapons. The peacekeeping 
mission came to an end on 12 April 1898.

The second international peacekeeping mis‑ 
sion before the Great War was between 1900 and 
1914 in China, the third between 1903 and 1909 
in Kosovo, Montenegro and Macedonia, and the 
fourth between 1913 and 1914 in the area around 
the town of  Skutari (Skhodra). Hungarian sol‑ 
diers took part in all of  these.

Serbian territory even in case of  war. He made 
clear in another memorandum setting out his 
arguments to Francis Joseph on 8 July that if  war 
was unavoidable, it should be made clear that the 
Monarchy did not intend to destroy Serbia.

At its meeting of  19 July, the Common Minis‑ 
terial Council finalised the wording of  the letter  
to be sent to Serbia. In the debate, Tisza demand‑ 
ed that the Council unanimously declare that 
the armed intervention against Serbia carried no 
intention of  conquest. It accepted his proposal.

The Austro‑Hungarian Monarchy declared war 
on Serbia on 28 July 1914. The mechanism of  
alliances precluded any localised conflict between 
Austria–Hungary and Serbia.

The Imperial and Royal 68th Szolnok Infantry 
Regiment had been stationed in Zimony (Zemun), 
opposite Belgrade, since 1912. At dawn on 29 July 
1914, the Serbs blew up the railway bridge across 

The staff  of  the international 
peacekeeping force in Crete, in the centre 

the Austro-Hungarian Consul  
Gyula Pintér (hatless), Canea, 1897

The Great War

Emperor Francis Joseph I,  
King of  Hungary from 1867, in his old age
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the Sava border river. In the ensuing firefight, 
infantryman Pál Kovács and two other soldiers 
lost their lives. The other countries were still not 
at war on this day.

Pál Kovács was born in Abádszalók in 1892, 
and entered national service in 1913. Above his 
entry in the death register are written the words, 
“The first man killed in action in the World War.”

The local historians of  Abádszalók recalled the 
events, “…at half  past midnight […] the bridge 
between the two countries blew up […] Serbian 
riflemen opened intensive fire on the left bank of  
the Sava […].  The commander of  the guard post 
sent Privates Pál Kovács and Gábor Bíró […] to 
bring up […] ammunition […]. The two soldiers 
ran through the hail of  bullets carrying the heavy 
crate. Gábor Bíró jumped into the trench to lift it 
down, and the other soldier at that moment fell 
by the crate. Pál Kovács was hit in the middle of  
the forehead; the bullet killed him outright. […] 
The first casualty of  the First World War was thus 
definitely Pál Kovács, because […] there were no 
dead on the Serb side that morning.”

When the war broke out, the two branches 
of  service of  the Austro–Hungarian Monarchy’s 
armed forces were divided into six units. There 
were five land force units and the navy. Firstly 
there was the joint Imperial and Royal (cs. és 
kir., kaiserliche und königliche – k. u. k.) Army, 
the Heer, whose language of  command was 
German. Then there was the Hungarian Royal 
(m. kir., königliches ungarische, k. u.) Honvédség 
(Defence Force), commanded in Hungarian 
(and Croatian), the Imperial‑Royal (kaiserliche‑
königliche, k. k.) Landwehr, and two forces to 
be raised only in wartime, the Hungarian Royal 
Népfelkelés (“Levée”) and the Imperial‑Royal 
Landsturm. During the Great War of  1914–1918, 
the Honvédség consisted of  15 infantry and  
2 cavalry divisions.

The Hussars (light cavalry) of  the Honvédség 
carried out classical cavalry charges in August 1914 
during border skirmishes in the Eastern theatre: 
at Stojanow on the 15th Vladimir‑Volinsky on the 
16th, Gorodok on the 17th, Satanow on the 18th, 
Jaroszlawicze on the 21st, Bucsacz on the 23rd and 
Kamionka–Strumilowa on the 24th. After taking 

enormous losses, the cavalry were ordered to 
dismount, and in the Battle of  Limanowa between 
8 and 11 December 1914, the hussars halted the 
Russians in infantry close‑quarters combat.

There were, in the terminology of  the time, 
two “Hungarian theatres” in the Great War, 
named after the composition of  formations 
deployed on these sections of  the front. One 
was the Przemyśl–Gorlice area in Galicia, and the 
other the Doberdo Karst in the Italian theatre.

The only component of  the Austro‑Hungarian 
fortress system to experience a siege (in fact two) 
was Przemyśl on the River San. The first lasted 
from 17 September to 12 October 1914, and the 
second from 4 November to 22 March 1915. In 
the latter, the ring was closed around 130,767 
soldiers, 60% of  them Hungarian. In the initial 
manoeuvre of  the “Galician Spring Campaign”, 
many Hungarian soldiers were involved in the 
Gorlice breakthrough between 2 and 5 May 1915.

Most of  the Doberdo Karst was defended 
by Hungarian forces, and the Caporetto 
breakthrough of  24 October 1917 took place 
not far from there, also with the involvement 
of  Hungarian formations. When Italy entered 
the war at the end of  May 1915, a new front 
formed over a broad curve from Tyrol to 
Trieste. Hostilities raged for two and a half  
years over the 64‑km‑long front from the 
Julian Alps to the Adriatic. The Italians at‑ 
tempted to take the Tolmein and Görz 
(Gorizia) bridgeheads, the Doberdo plateau 
and, as a more distant objective Trieste, in ele‑
ven major battles, now known as the Battles 
of  Isonzo. In the mass charges involving 
enormous bloodshed, however, they only 
advanced a few kilometres. It was effectively a 
standing war in the Alps. 

The first five Battles of  Isonzo, between 23 
June 1915 and 18 March 1916, may be summed 
up as a series of  fruitless Italian attacks. The 
senior command of  the Imperial and Royal 
Army brought relatively few troops up to the 
front, and decided to defend along natural 

terrain obstacles instead of  national borders. 
The Italian attack did not come until a month 
after the declaration of  war, not least because 
the Austro-Hungarian fleet launched an attack 
on the Italian ports and transport intersections 
on 23‑24 May 1915, greatly slowing the Itali‑
an deployment. The naval guns also decimat‑ 
ed the marching troops within firing range.

Both sides started to strengthen their de‑ 
fensive positions in December 1915. It was the 
beginning of  classic trench warfare, in which 
hand grenades, flame-throwers and the silent 
Austro‑Hungarian Róka‑Halász pneumatic 
trench mortar became increasingly prominent. 
Opposing trenches were often only 20‑30 
metres apart. On the rocky terrain, both sides 
built covered trenches and barbed wire obstacles, 
and the gun emplacements were surrounded 
by sandbags against shrapnel. The gullies and 
dolinas of  the Karst plateau were widened and 
deepened. Natural caves were fitted out for the 
reserves, and caverns carved out of  the rock 
were constructed at a forced pace. Shafts were 
dug under enemy positions and exploded. Water 

Private Pál Kovács, first soldier to die  
in action in the Great War
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was supplied on the dry Karst by a 
system of  pipes, but on the front 
line men only received water and 
food by human transport, and 
often only at night. 

The period from the Sixth 
Battle of  Isonzo that started on 
4 August 1916, until the Ele‑ 
venth, that ended on 13 Sep‑ 
tember 1917, may be described 
as a series of  Italian offensives 
which made slow headway. The 
Italians launched an operational‑level attack 
on the Bainsizza Plateau.

The Twelfth Battle of  Isonzo was one of  
the most fruitful Austro‑Hungarian offensives 
of  the Great War. It resulted in the Central 
Powers regaining the initiative. The Caporetto 
Breakthrough became a textbook example in 
military history of  a breakthrough on hilly 
terrain. The conditions for the operation’s 
success were assured when the attacking 
Boroević army group and the German 14th 

Army took possession of  the over 
1700 metre high Kolovrat ridge, 
running parallel with the Western 
bank of  the Isonzo.

The offensive began at dawn on 
24 October 1917 with a two‑and‑
a‑half‑hour gas attack followed by 
an artillery barrage, after which the 
infantry mounted their assault. In 
three hours, they broke through 
the Italian positions in the Isonzo 
valley, breaking the front line over 

a width of  32 kilometres, and by evening they 
had captured Caporetto. On 25 October, af‑ 
ter repelling Italian counter‑attacks, they 
succeeded in occupying Kolovrat, and the Ita‑
lian line collapsed. 

The Caporetto Breakthrough shortened 
the front line, from Asiago through the Monte 
Grappa hills to the Adriatic, by 240 km. The 
Austro‑Hungarian and German formations 
reached the enemy’s operational depth, ad‑ 
vancing up to the River Piave on the North 

Italian Plain, but were unable to take proper 
advantage of  the better‑than‑expected results 
owing to lack of  fast‑moving formations and 
sufficient water-crossing equipment, and the 
destruction of  the railway lines. The military 
supply trains, the reserves, the heavy artillery 
and the higher headquarters were all far behind. 
At the request of  the Italians, six French and 
five British divisions were redeployed from 
the Western front to Piave, allowing the Ita‑
lian defence to consolidate behind the river.

The “Caporetto miracle” combined ele‑ 
ments of  mobile warfare with the operational 
art of  manoeuvres in high mountains. One 
component of  success was the use of  new 
combat techniques: advancing in the valleys 
and isolating commanding heights rather 
than besieging them. The artillery supported 
the infantry, which under the cover of  the 
artillery fire curtain destroyed the bases 
arranged in depth. The new assault battalions 
opened up passages for the infantry and  
knocked out the defending artillery and com‑ 
mand posts. The performance of  the Austro‑
Hungarian formations surpassed that of  the 
very well‑equipped German divisions, because 

in smaller numbers, with less ammunition 
and more modest equipment and supplies, 
they proved capable of  the same combat 
performance. The endurance of  formations 
recruited within Hungary was also held as 
exemplary by their comrades. They were 
nearly everywhere fighting on the most 
dangerous stretches of  the front, and were the 
most dependable, and most combat‑hardened 
soldiers of  the multinational empire, alongside 
the German‑speaking and Bosnian soldiers. 

(The editor of  this book sees before him his 
own tiny peasant grandfather, 160 cm tall, 55 
kilograms, whose distinguished service – truly 
astonishing, heroic feats – at Isonzo raised him 
to the rank of  corporal. The old man spent 
several years dug into trenches in that strange 
land of  high mountains.)

The break‑up of  the fronts in early Novem‑
ber 1918 descended into complete collapse 
among most Austro‑Hungarian Monarchy 
forces. The units of  the Hungarian Defence 
Forces set off  for home in closed formations, 
and most of  them made orderly progress to 
the border, where they were disbanded by the 
new authorities.

Honvéd hussars  
(Gyula Lux collection)

The Charles Troops Cross, established 
in late 1916, could be awarded to any 

Austro-Hungarian soldier who served at 
the front regardless of  rank, and became 

one of  the emblematic honours of  the war



407406FOR THE HOMELAND UNTO DEATH – 1100 YEARS           HUNGARY IN THE 20TH CENTURY WORLD WAR

was supplied on the dry Karst by a 
system of  pipes, but on the front 
line men only received water and 
food by human transport, and 
often only at night. 

The period from the Sixth 
Battle of  Isonzo that started on 
4 August 1916, until the Ele‑ 
venth, that ended on 13 Sep‑ 
tember 1917, may be described 
as a series of  Italian offensives 
which made slow headway. The 
Italians launched an operational‑level attack 
on the Bainsizza Plateau.

The Twelfth Battle of  Isonzo was one of  
the most fruitful Austro‑Hungarian offensives 
of  the Great War. It resulted in the Central 
Powers regaining the initiative. The Caporetto 
Breakthrough became a textbook example in 
military history of  a breakthrough on hilly 
terrain. The conditions for the operation’s 
success were assured when the attacking 
Boroević army group and the German 14th 

Army took possession of  the over 
1700 metre high Kolovrat ridge, 
running parallel with the Western 
bank of  the Isonzo.

The offensive began at dawn on 
24 October 1917 with a two‑and‑
a‑half‑hour gas attack followed by 
an artillery barrage, after which the 
infantry mounted their assault. In 
three hours, they broke through 
the Italian positions in the Isonzo 
valley, breaking the front line over 

a width of  32 kilometres, and by evening they 
had captured Caporetto. On 25 October, af‑ 
ter repelling Italian counter‑attacks, they 
succeeded in occupying Kolovrat, and the Ita‑
lian line collapsed. 

The Caporetto Breakthrough shortened 
the front line, from Asiago through the Monte 
Grappa hills to the Adriatic, by 240 km. The 
Austro‑Hungarian and German formations 
reached the enemy’s operational depth, ad‑ 
vancing up to the River Piave on the North 

Italian Plain, but were unable to take proper 
advantage of  the better‑than‑expected results 
owing to lack of  fast‑moving formations and 
sufficient water-crossing equipment, and the 
destruction of  the railway lines. The military 
supply trains, the reserves, the heavy artillery 
and the higher headquarters were all far behind. 
At the request of  the Italians, six French and 
five British divisions were redeployed from 
the Western front to Piave, allowing the Ita‑
lian defence to consolidate behind the river.

The “Caporetto miracle” combined ele‑ 
ments of  mobile warfare with the operational 
art of  manoeuvres in high mountains. One 
component of  success was the use of  new 
combat techniques: advancing in the valleys 
and isolating commanding heights rather 
than besieging them. The artillery supported 
the infantry, which under the cover of  the 
artillery fire curtain destroyed the bases 
arranged in depth. The new assault battalions 
opened up passages for the infantry and  
knocked out the defending artillery and com‑ 
mand posts. The performance of  the Austro‑
Hungarian formations surpassed that of  the 
very well‑equipped German divisions, because 

in smaller numbers, with less ammunition 
and more modest equipment and supplies, 
they proved capable of  the same combat 
performance. The endurance of  formations 
recruited within Hungary was also held as 
exemplary by their comrades. They were 
nearly everywhere fighting on the most 
dangerous stretches of  the front, and were the 
most dependable, and most combat‑hardened 
soldiers of  the multinational empire, alongside 
the German‑speaking and Bosnian soldiers. 

(The editor of  this book sees before him his 
own tiny peasant grandfather, 160 cm tall, 55 
kilograms, whose distinguished service – truly 
astonishing, heroic feats – at Isonzo raised him 
to the rank of  corporal. The old man spent 
several years dug into trenches in that strange 
land of  high mountains.)

The break‑up of  the fronts in early Novem‑
ber 1918 descended into complete collapse 
among most Austro‑Hungarian Monarchy 
forces. The units of  the Hungarian Defence 
Forces set off  for home in closed formations, 
and most of  them made orderly progress to 
the border, where they were disbanded by the 
new authorities.

Honvéd hussars  
(Gyula Lux collection)

The Charles Troops Cross, established 
in late 1916, could be awarded to any 

Austro-Hungarian soldier who served at 
the front regardless of  rank, and became 

one of  the emblematic honours of  the war



409408FOR THE HOMELAND UNTO DEATH – 1100 YEARS           HUNGARY IN THE 20TH CENTURY WORLD WAR

T he returning soldiers were received by 
what was supposed to be a new Hungarian 

state, but in practice was a land in deepening 
chaos. The transitional period of  less than a year, 
which started with the appointment of  Count 
Mihály Károlyi on 31 October 1918, consisted 
of  the disintegration of  historical Hungary and 
its institutions. The first half  was a stillborn ex‑ 
periment in democratisation.

Although Károlyi, the leader of  the newly‑
founded Republic of  Hungary, was friendly to the 
Entente, his government was not recognised by 
the Paris Peace Conference. This encouraged the 
emerging Czechoslovakia, Romania, the Kingdom 
of  Serbs, Croats and Slovenes, and even Austria, 
to pursue their territorial ambitions. In the end, 
power slipped from Károlyi’s grasp. 

The Republic of  Councils (Hungarian Soviet 
Republic) started with the Communist takeover 
of  power on 21 March 1919. The function of  
the ministries was filled by peoples’ commissions. 
The de facto leader of  the commune was people’s 
commissar of  foreign affairs Béla Kun.

On 30 March Kun notified the Paris Peace 
Conference that the Hungarian Soviet Republic 
would not demand territorial integration. Never‑ 
theless, the Czechoslovak and the Roman armed 
forces launched an attack on Hungary in April 
1919. The Entente regarded the Hungarian com‑ 
mune as an extension of  the Russian Bolshevik 
system, and resolved to put it down. 

The Hungarian Red Army started organising 
on 30 March, and reached its greatest combat 
strength in late May. Since it initially seemed 
that the commune would undertake the armed 
defence of  the country, most professional officers 
presented themselves to join the new armed forces 
(in what followed, officers were obliged to join the 
army). However, when following the Red Army’s 
successful attacks, politicians were in favour of  
evacuating the recaptured territories, many offi‑ 

cers left the army, and the remaining forces, lacking 
some of  the trained commanders and being sig‑ 
nificantly outnumbered, quickly collapsed.

The commune’s attempts at stabilisation, based 
on, but confiscating and redistributing the old 
wealth rather than creating anything new, utterly 
failed. After a series of  strikes and uprisings in 
June and July, the new regime fell on 1 August.

Organisation of  the counter‑revolution started 
in spring. Led by Count Gyula Károlyi, the first 
counter‑government formed in Arad on 5 May 
1919. The counter‑government – as its members 
called themselves – left Arad by Romanian de‑ 
mand and moved to Szeged. The second counter‑
government, also led by Count Gyula Károlyi, 
formed on 30 May in Szeged, which was occupied 
by the French army. It was in Szeged where 
Minister of  Defence, Miklós Horthy, started to 
organise the National Army.

Not wanting to play any role in the third 
counter‑government formed on 12 July, Horthy 
broke away on the 15th. His High Command 
turned into a political, rather than merely a mili‑ 
tary, organisation. The National Army had a 
strength of  100,000 on 1 February 1920, of  which 
34,000 were reserve gendarmes, which in part 
included some units comprising university students 
and different armed groups. The National Army 
was named Hungarian Royal Honvédség (De‑ 
fence Forces) on 4 January 1922, which enabled 
it to restore legal continuity and recognize the 
Hungarian Royal Honvédség (established after 
1868) as its legal predecessor.

The short transitional period was marked by 
a regime of  terror. There had been detachments 
to put down counter‑revolutionary movements 
during the period of  the commune. The first 
such “terror detachment” led by József  Cserny, 
whose members liked to call themselves the 
“Lenin Boys”, was set up in late March 1919. 
The train operated by the “Behind‑the‑Frontlines 

Intermezzo
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Committee” carried out the most summary exe‑ 
cutions, and was known to the public as the 
“death train”. 

The Red Terror gave way to the initial phase 
of  the White Terror as its backlash. The first 
armed formation was the Prónay Detachment. 
Detachments run by the High Command were 
furnished with summary judicial powers. Several 
squads acquired a particularly evil reputation for 
cruelty and mass executions. A compilation by 
Deputy Crown Prosecutor Albert Váry puts the 
number of  the victims of  the Red Terror at 590, 
while some researchers estimate the victims of  
the White Terror to have numbered 1500. 

The Peace Conference sent a mission to Hun‑ 
gary to investigate the White Terror in September 

1919. Its leader, Colonel Nathan Horowitz, found 
in his report that there had been several murders 
and attacks on Jews, but the National Army was 
not involved in these.

Under pressure of  international protests, 
Horthy wound down the White Terror from 
spring 1920. The paramilitary armed squads were 
disbanded on 12 June. On 19 August, the National 
Assembly passed a law restoring the constitution. 
The disbandment of  the detachments was 
hampered by the fact that they were one of  the 
bases of  Horthy’s power, although their role in 
the White Terror was hindering the consolidation 
of  that power.

On 6 November 1919, in the presence of  
the envoy of  the Supreme Council of  the Peace 
Conference, Sir George Russell Clerk, Horthy 
signed a declaration that he “subordinated him‑ 
self  to the government established with the in‑ 
volvement of  the envoy of  the Entente,” and gave 
his word that he would not introduce a military 
dictatorship. 

The government led by Károly Huszár was 
formed on 24 November, and the government 
recognised by the Peace Conference remained 
in office until 15 March 1920. Its main ob‑ 
jectives were to restore constitutionality, hold 
parliamentary elections and settle the issue of  
head of  state. On 1 March 1920, the National 
Assembly elected Vice‑Admiral Miklós Horthy as 
Regent and temporary Head of  State of  Hungary. 
He already had the confidence of  the Entente, 
and since in principle he recognised Charles IV’s 
right to the throne, most of  the legitimists also 
supported him. Most of  the judicial authorities 
and the Christian parties, and the National Fe‑ 
deration of  Hungarian Jews, also gave him their 
support.

One of  the first tasks of  the government 
which came into power under Sándor Simonyi‑
Semadam on 15 March 1920 was to sign the 
peace treaty, which took place on 4 June 1920.

T he Supreme Council of  the Paris Peace 
Conference invited Hungary to the talks on 

1 December 1919. Clemenceau, the French Prime 
Minister and Chairman of  the Peace Conference, 
laid down the peace terms on 15 January 1920. 
Prior to this, the delegation led by Count Albert 
Apponyi had submitted 8 memoranda, denying 
responsibility for starting the war and arguing 
for the territorial integrity of  historical Hungary.  
The National Assembly ratified the Treaty of  
Trianon on 15 November 1920, and it came into 
effect on 26 July 1921 as Act XXXIII of  1921.

Its preamble listed the signatory countries 
and pronounced the cessation of  the state of  
war between them. The main text consisted 
of  14 sections and 364 articles, with schedules 
connected to certain of  these. It specified that 
Hungary was liable, to the extent of  all of  its 
assets and revenue, for payment of  reparations; 
its state revenues were therefore mortgaged to 
the Reparations Committee. The latter lifted the 
frozen sums on 24 February 1924, but ordered 
payment of  10 million golden crowns per year 
between 1924 and 1943. This obligation was 
repealed by the Conference of  Lausanne in 1932.

General compulsory military service had to 
be abolished, and the strength and weaponry of  
the volunteer armed forces and military industrial 
capacity had to be reduced to a specified level. 
The armed forces were limited in strength to 
35,000, and no organisation was allowed to 
be set up for preparation for war, even general 
staff. Possession of  high‑calibre artillery, military 
aircraft, armoured vehicles, flame‑throwers and 
chemical weapons was banned. Export and 
import of  arms and materiel was also prohibited.

The territory of  historical Hungary without 
Croatia was 282,870 km2, and its population was 
18,264,533. The country was left with 92,963 km2 
of  this (changed as the result of  territorial ad‑ 
justments up to the mid‑1920s to 93,073 km2), 

i.e. 32.88% of  its former territory, with 
7,986,875 inhabitants, i.e. 41.76% of  its previous 
population. Romania was awarded 102,181 km2 
and 5,257,467 inhabitants (of  which 1,661,805 
i.e. 31.61%, were Hungarian); Czechoslovakia, 
63,004 km2 and 3,651,100 inhabitants (1,143,399 
– 31.32% – Hungarian); the Kingdom of  Serbs, 
Croats and Slovenes, 21,031 km2 and 1,362,020 
inhabitants (443,006 – 32.52% – Hungarian); 
Austria, 4,026 km2 and 292,588 (64,646 – 22.09% 
– Hungarian); Poland, 584 km2 and 23,662 in‑ 
habitants (230 – 0.97% – Hungarian); and Italy, 
21 km2 and 49,806 inhabitants (6493 – 13.04%, 
Hungarian). One casualty of  this was the historical 
church organisation in the Carpathian Basin.

The USA, since it did not ratify the Treaty 
of  Trianon, signed a separate peace treaty with 
Hungary on 29 August 1921. Neither did Soviet 
Russia sign the Treaty of  Trianon.

Poster glorifying Miklós 
Horthy after his seizure of  

power in the autumn of  1919. 
He is represented as a strong 

masculine hand guiding the 
helm over red-coloured waves. 

Designed by Manno Miltiadesz 
(1880–1935)

The Treaty of  Trianon

 Count Albert Apponyi 
(bearded), head of  the 
Hungarian peace  
delegation, in Budapest
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Committee” carried out the most summary exe‑ 
cutions, and was known to the public as the 
“death train”. 

The Red Terror gave way to the initial phase 
of  the White Terror as its backlash. The first 
armed formation was the Prónay Detachment. 
Detachments run by the High Command were 
furnished with summary judicial powers. Several 
squads acquired a particularly evil reputation for 
cruelty and mass executions. A compilation by 
Deputy Crown Prosecutor Albert Váry puts the 
number of  the victims of  the Red Terror at 590, 
while some researchers estimate the victims of  
the White Terror to have numbered 1500. 

The Peace Conference sent a mission to Hun‑ 
gary to investigate the White Terror in September 

1919. Its leader, Colonel Nathan Horowitz, found 
in his report that there had been several murders 
and attacks on Jews, but the National Army was 
not involved in these.

Under pressure of  international protests, 
Horthy wound down the White Terror from 
spring 1920. The paramilitary armed squads were 
disbanded on 12 June. On 19 August, the National 
Assembly passed a law restoring the constitution. 
The disbandment of  the detachments was 
hampered by the fact that they were one of  the 
bases of  Horthy’s power, although their role in 
the White Terror was hindering the consolidation 
of  that power.

On 6 November 1919, in the presence of  
the envoy of  the Supreme Council of  the Peace 
Conference, Sir George Russell Clerk, Horthy 
signed a declaration that he “subordinated him‑ 
self  to the government established with the in‑ 
volvement of  the envoy of  the Entente,” and gave 
his word that he would not introduce a military 
dictatorship. 

The government led by Károly Huszár was 
formed on 24 November, and the government 
recognised by the Peace Conference remained 
in office until 15 March 1920. Its main ob‑ 
jectives were to restore constitutionality, hold 
parliamentary elections and settle the issue of  
head of  state. On 1 March 1920, the National 
Assembly elected Vice‑Admiral Miklós Horthy as 
Regent and temporary Head of  State of  Hungary. 
He already had the confidence of  the Entente, 
and since in principle he recognised Charles IV’s 
right to the throne, most of  the legitimists also 
supported him. Most of  the judicial authorities 
and the Christian parties, and the National Fe‑ 
deration of  Hungarian Jews, also gave him their 
support.

One of  the first tasks of  the government 
which came into power under Sándor Simonyi‑
Semadam on 15 March 1920 was to sign the 
peace treaty, which took place on 4 June 1920.

T he Supreme Council of  the Paris Peace 
Conference invited Hungary to the talks on 

1 December 1919. Clemenceau, the French Prime 
Minister and Chairman of  the Peace Conference, 
laid down the peace terms on 15 January 1920. 
Prior to this, the delegation led by Count Albert 
Apponyi had submitted 8 memoranda, denying 
responsibility for starting the war and arguing 
for the territorial integrity of  historical Hungary.  
The National Assembly ratified the Treaty of  
Trianon on 15 November 1920, and it came into 
effect on 26 July 1921 as Act XXXIII of  1921.

Its preamble listed the signatory countries 
and pronounced the cessation of  the state of  
war between them. The main text consisted 
of  14 sections and 364 articles, with schedules 
connected to certain of  these. It specified that 
Hungary was liable, to the extent of  all of  its 
assets and revenue, for payment of  reparations; 
its state revenues were therefore mortgaged to 
the Reparations Committee. The latter lifted the 
frozen sums on 24 February 1924, but ordered 
payment of  10 million golden crowns per year 
between 1924 and 1943. This obligation was 
repealed by the Conference of  Lausanne in 1932.

General compulsory military service had to 
be abolished, and the strength and weaponry of  
the volunteer armed forces and military industrial 
capacity had to be reduced to a specified level. 
The armed forces were limited in strength to 
35,000, and no organisation was allowed to 
be set up for preparation for war, even general 
staff. Possession of  high‑calibre artillery, military 
aircraft, armoured vehicles, flame‑throwers and 
chemical weapons was banned. Export and 
import of  arms and materiel was also prohibited.

The territory of  historical Hungary without 
Croatia was 282,870 km2, and its population was 
18,264,533. The country was left with 92,963 km2 
of  this (changed as the result of  territorial ad‑ 
justments up to the mid‑1920s to 93,073 km2), 

i.e. 32.88% of  its former territory, with 
7,986,875 inhabitants, i.e. 41.76% of  its previous 
population. Romania was awarded 102,181 km2 
and 5,257,467 inhabitants (of  which 1,661,805 
i.e. 31.61%, were Hungarian); Czechoslovakia, 
63,004 km2 and 3,651,100 inhabitants (1,143,399 
– 31.32% – Hungarian); the Kingdom of  Serbs, 
Croats and Slovenes, 21,031 km2 and 1,362,020 
inhabitants (443,006 – 32.52% – Hungarian); 
Austria, 4,026 km2 and 292,588 (64,646 – 22.09% 
– Hungarian); Poland, 584 km2 and 23,662 in‑ 
habitants (230 – 0.97% – Hungarian); and Italy, 
21 km2 and 49,806 inhabitants (6493 – 13.04%, 
Hungarian). One casualty of  this was the historical 
church organisation in the Carpathian Basin.

The USA, since it did not ratify the Treaty 
of  Trianon, signed a separate peace treaty with 
Hungary on 29 August 1921. Neither did Soviet 
Russia sign the Treaty of  Trianon.
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T he Treaty of  Trianon did not just create 
a Hungary deprived of  two‑thirds of  its 

territory. It also dismembered a healthy economy. 
The Carpathian Basin had everything: energy, 
raw materials, industry, a healthy labour market, 
agriculture, etc. The larger part of  the latter, 
since most of  the plains are in the centre of  the 
Carpathian Basin, remained, but two‑thirds or 
three‑quarters of  the mineral reserves, timber 
as raw material and energy sources, and half  
of  industry, passed over to states with which 
(at least initially) talks on maintaining a healthy 
economic system across new state borders were 
not practically possible. 

Added to all this was the collapse of  the 
transport system, because none of  the successor 
states had a viable rail network, for example 
(without building much new track). Then there 
were the hundreds of  thousands of  Hungarian‑
national refugees for whom, in the early years, 
there was no place in the reduced economy, so 
they had no jobs and nowhere to live. And then 
there were the reparations, payable even to the 
new state of  Czechoslovakia, which did not 
even exist in 1914 and was not an enemy, in fact 
Bohemia had taken an active part in the war effort 
of  the Austro‑Hungarian Monarchy.

The treaty of  Trianon effectively rendered Hun‑ 
gary unable to defend itself. The volunteer Hon‑ 
védség, maximised to a strength of  35,000 and 
with no heavy weaponry, was inadequate for 
defending the remaining territory of  the country. 
Even its weakest neighbour could raise a force 
five times larger, and adding in the strength of  the 
“Little Entente” (Czechoslovakia, Romania and 
the Kingdom of  Serbs, Croats and Slovenes) set 
up to defend their new acquisitions, it was faced 
with a twentyfold numerical superiority even in 
peacetime, without mobilisation.

The French, who had been most active in 
setting the Trianon borders, had done more than 

fulfil their promises to smaller allies (the Czech 
emigrés, the Romanians who had entered the war 
against their own allies, and the Serbs, who had 
indeed been attacked) during the Great War. They 
foresaw that Germany and Soviet Russia would 
inevitably, sooner or later, recover their strength, 
and the presence of  a cordon sanitaire would 
establish a French sphere of  influence, a group 

of  states which would “keep a wary eye on Paris.”  
It was therefore an attempt to set up a zone in which 
French political, economic and military influence 
would prevail. It was a kind of  neocolonialisation, 
except that instead of  colonies, there was a set 
of  small independent countries which could be 
played off  against each other to maintain French 
influence. But France had been weakened by the 
Great War, and managed to reap a very small 
return on the efforts it invested in this region. 
Most of  its endeavours were in vain. 

Viewed from the side of  the victors, it was 
not a matter of  reducing Hungary, but the 
establishment of  a new and more just order.  

The popular view among the Western powers, no 
little influenced by Czechoslovak, Romanian and 
Serbian propaganda, was that with the ending of  
the Austro‑Hungarian Monarchy the “prison of  
the peoples” had been opened. (This is far from 
the truth. In historical Hungary, for example, a 
state official in an area inhabited by a minority had 
to sit an examination in that minority’s language, 
and there were as many primary and secondary 
schools teaching in minority languages as the 
relevant ethnic groups wished. Of  how many 
countries can that be said in the 21st century?)

The Western politicians taking the decisions, 
and public opinion in their countries, were 

Hungary reduced

Trianon Monument in Siófok  
(Photo: Tünde Rácz)
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there were the reparations, payable even to the 
new state of  Czechoslovakia, which did not 
even exist in 1914 and was not an enemy, in fact 
Bohemia had taken an active part in the war effort 
of  the Austro‑Hungarian Monarchy.

The treaty of  Trianon effectively rendered Hun‑ 
gary unable to defend itself. The volunteer Hon‑ 
védség, maximised to a strength of  35,000 and 
with no heavy weaponry, was inadequate for 
defending the remaining territory of  the country. 
Even its weakest neighbour could raise a force 
five times larger, and adding in the strength of  the 
“Little Entente” (Czechoslovakia, Romania and 
the Kingdom of  Serbs, Croats and Slovenes) set 
up to defend their new acquisitions, it was faced 
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Viewed from the side of  the victors, it was 
not a matter of  reducing Hungary, but the 
establishment of  a new and more just order.  

The popular view among the Western powers, no 
little influenced by Czechoslovak, Romanian and 
Serbian propaganda, was that with the ending of  
the Austro‑Hungarian Monarchy the “prison of  
the peoples” had been opened. (This is far from 
the truth. In historical Hungary, for example, a 
state official in an area inhabited by a minority had 
to sit an examination in that minority’s language, 
and there were as many primary and secondary 
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convinced that they were “giving freedom” to 
every nation of  the former Monarchy, either by 
setting up independent states or joining their 
fellows in already‑existing states. They simply 
could not understand why the Hungarians were 
dissatisfied with the territory of  what appeared 
from the West to be a new state. They had been 
fighting for their independence for nearly five 
hundred years, and now they were getting it 
almost as a gift. Even the Austrians were satisfied! 
And what if  some ethnic Hungarians lived in the 
new states? Every one of  the states had signed 
the Treaty of  Trianon, and that obliged them to 
grant ethnic rights!

By the 1930s, however, they began to realise 
their mistake, as is well reflected by an article by 
Lord Viscount Rothermere, publisher and editor 
of  the Daily Mail, entitled Hungary’s Place in the 
Sun (published on 21 June 1927): “Two of  my 
sons fell in the war. They sacrificed their lives for 
noble ideals, and not so that a great nation should 
be treated so unjustly. There will be no tranquillity 
in Europe until the vile and fatuous Treaty of  
Trianon is subjected to review.”

Of  course it should also be realised that, having 
become independent immediately after the First 
World War, Hungary could have chosen another 
path. The Padua Ceasefire of  3 November 1918 
affected the whole of  the Austro–Hungarian  
Monarchy, including Hungary; Prime Minister 
Mihály Károlyi need not have signed a new treaty  
in Belgrade on the 13th. Above all, it was not 
necessary to demobilise the Hungarian troops in 
the units who made an orderly return from the 
fronts.

With this military force, he could have risked not 
voluntarily evacuating those parts of  the country 

awarded to other countries (as Kemal Atatürk did 
in Turkey). At the time of  the ceasefire which 
ended the Great War, the Hungarian military was 
a substantial force. There were 204 battalions 
recruited from historical Hungary in the Imperial 
and Royal armed forces, and 129 of  these made 
up the Hungarian Royal Defence Force, and there 
were another 16 territorial battalions which had 
served at the front. And this was just the infantry. 
There was in addition the cavalry (30 dismounted 
battalions and as many mounted squadrons), and 
substantial common and Honvéd artillery.

This military force, at least in areas of  Magyar 
population, could have taken up the struggle 
with some confidence against incursions into his‑ 
torical Hungary. When the ceasefire was signed, 
Romania’s energies were absorbed in invading 
Bessarabia, and it was unable to deploy many 
troops to Transylvania. Serbia had six divisions 
in November 1918. Czechoslovakia was just 
founding its first poorly‑equipped legions. The 
“great” Entente powers were tied down by in‑ 
tervention in Soviet Russia, and the Carpathian 
Basin was a secondary concern for the Entente 
military leaders.

That the Károlyi government chose the 
route known to history, and that the communist 
leadership, although it organized the armed 
defence of  the country, constituted by its ideology 
a “mote in the eye of  the Entente”, led directly to 
the Trianon, and to the Hungarian post‑Trianon 
revisionist policy, and to Hungary drifting into 
the Second World War on the side that put the 
peace system of  Versailles under violent revision.

Imre Kocsis: Dismemberment of  King Matthias’ coat of  arms. (Oil painting)

Prof. ARCHIBALD CARY COOLIDGE (1866–1928), who knew Central Europe well 
both politically and historically, reporting to President Woodrow Wilson on 19 January 

1919, recommended in connection with the Trianon peace dictate that Hungary’s economic 
integrity be retained, and opposed the detachment of  Transylvania:

To compel what has been since a thousand years a unified country to accept such  
an arrangement as permanent would be only to condemn it to a future hatred and strife  

with every probability of  violent outbreak before many years have elapsed.  
(His recommendation was not accepted.)
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C ount Pál Teleki formed a government on 
19 July 1920. Its tasks were to abolish the 

detachments; hide officers and weapons above 
the permitted strength; recover from the general 
crisis; set up an independent economic and 
financial system; and break out of  international 
isolation. Teleki put through the Act III of  
1920 on “improved protection of  state and 
social order”, aimed against both the extreme 
right and the extreme left; and also introduced 
the numerical restriction on university entrance  
by Jews as a proportion of  population (nume‑ 
rus clausus, Act XXV of  1920). His land  
reforms redistributed land to more than  
2 million people.

In the Second Eckartsau Declaration on 
13 November 1918, Charles IV resigned his 
involvement in Hungarian affairs of  state, but 
did not abdicate the throne. The Regent’s powers 
also began with temporary instatement as head 

of  state. On 26 March 1921, Charles IV made 
an unanticipated return from Switzerland. On 
the 27th, he held talks on a transfer of  power 
with Horthy, who persuaded him, citing the 
international situation, to leave the country. Te‑ 
leki resigned. One of  the most effective 
Hungarian politicians of  the time, Count István 
Bethlen, formed a government on 14 April 1921.

Charles IV returned to Hungary again on 
20 October 1921. The next day he announced 
resumption of  power and formed a government. 
Several garrisons in West Hungary swore an 
oath to the King and set off  for Budapest. 
The Entente and the neighbouring countries 
threatened to intervene. By a resolution of  the 
Ministerial Council on 22 October, Charles IV 
was halted by force of  arms near Budaörs the 
next day. The last King of  Hungary finally left 
the country on 1 November. On 31 October, 
the Peace Conference sent a note calling for 
the dethronement of  the House of  Habsburg‑ 
Lorraine, which the National Assembly fulfilled 
on 6 November.

The Peace of  Saint Germain of  10 September 
1919 awarded part of  West Hungary (today 
Burgenland in Austria) to Austria, and this 
was confirmed by the Treaty of  Trianon. The 
Hungarian government evacuated the area by 
3 October 1921. A rebellion broke out in West 
Hungary in late August. Although Horthy forced 
the rebels to evacuate West Hungary, the parties 
sat down to talks in Venice under the mediation of  
Italy. The Treaty of  Venice, signed on 13 October 
1921, provided for a referendum on the issue. 
It was held in Sopron on 14‑15 December and 
in eight other towns and villages on the 16th. 
The majority of  the population chose Hungary. 
The Council of  the League of  Nations decided 
the Austro‑Hungarian border on 17 September 
1922, returning 355 km2 and 50,020 inhabitants 
to Hungary.

The Bethlen government earned its place 
in Hungarian history as the government of  
stabilisation. It asked for admission to the 
League of  Nations on 23 May 1921. It settled 
its relations with social democracy in December 
1921. A unitary government party was formed 
in February 1922. The two‑chamber Parliament 
was inaugurated on 28 January 1927. Internal po‑ 
litical stability was followed by financial con‑ 
solidation and economic recovery, and social and 
cultural policies were drawn up. By the end of  
the decade, Hungary had shed its international 
isolation. An Italian–Hungarian treaty of  friend‑ 
ship was signed on 5 April 1927, and a rapproche‑ 
ment was established with Poland and Austria. The 
international economic and financial crisis, however, 
caused Bethlen’s resignation on 19 August 1931.

Gyula Gömbös, who came into office on 
1 October 1932, attempted to reorganise do‑ 
mestic political affairs on the Italian model. The 
Memorandum of  Rome on Italian–Hungarian–
Austrian political and economic cooperation was 
signed on 14 May 1934, and fruitful talks were 
held with Poland, Yugoslavia and Czechoslo‑ 
vakia. Gömbös’ initial policy included the idea 
of  a Rome–Vienna–Budapest–Warsaw pact to  
counter‑balance German and Soviet influence, 
but after his visit to Hitler on 17‑18 June 1933, he 
started to shift foreign policy towards the German 

line. On 22 April 1936, he declared his intention to 
restore Hungary’s military rights. After Gömbös’ 
death on 6 October 1936, his government 
resigned, and a new government under Kálmán 
Darányi came into office on the 12th.

Darányi initially fostered relations with Austria, 
but made no opposition to the Anschluss in 1938, 
although in February 1938 he took part in talks 
on the establishment of  an Italian–Yugoslavian–
Hungarian–Polish axis to resist German and Soviet 
influence. A rearmament programme started in 
spring 1938. He first took action against the extreme 
right wing, but made substantial concessions to 
it after the Anschluss. In response to Horthy’s 
intervention against this, he resigned on 13 May.

The 1920s and 1930s had seen the re‑ 
establishment of  an independent Hungary after a 
break of  four centuries. Its population significantly 
increased, the number of  primary and secondary 
schools had almost doubled – from 7418 to 
13,780; the number of  nursery schools increased 
from 975 to 1140; the number of  hospitals had 
increased from 187 to 347, 2628 km of  new 
roads had been built, the railway system had 
expanded by 8671 km, and the seagoing Danube 
fleet plied the oceans of  the world. The country 
had reduced its state debt to zero and established 
a stable currency. A comprehensive system of  
social benefits had also been set up.

The Kingdom of  Hungary  
in the 1920s and 1930s

Gyula Gömbös and Sándor 
Sztanyovszky, Speaker of  
Parliament, coming out of  
Parliament on 21 July 1931 
(Gyula Lux collection)

Count István Bethlen,  
Prime Minister
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A German–Italian orientation was being 
urged by adherents of  authoritarian ideo‑ 

logy, and preservation of  relations with Great 
Britain by Bethlen’s followers. The anglophile 
group around Bethlen included both of  Regent 
Horthy’s sons.

Béla Imrédy formed a government on 14 
May 1938. His first foreign trip was to Italy on 
17–20 July. He and Horthy held talks with Hitler 
on 20–26 August, and he refused the request 
for Hungarian forces to take part in a German 

attack on Czechoslovakia. Imrédy initially tried 
to suppress the extreme right‑wing Arrow Cross 
movement, and re‑imprisoned its leader Ferenc 
Szálasi, but his visits to Germany brought a 
radical turn in his policy. Imrédy intended to 
establish dictatorial power, but was opposed by 
the majority of  the government party and the 
Bethlen group. At Horthy’s request, he resigned 
on 15 February 1939.

Hungary became neither fascist nor National 
Socialist. The country had a conservative‑liberal 

system which followed a Christian‑national 
course. The key criterion of  fascism and National 
Socialism, dictatorship, was absent. There was 
a legal opposition in parliament, including the 
Social Democratic Party. Until Szálasi took power 
in October 1944, the system basically retained the 
structure Bethlen had established in the 1920s.

Under a clause in the Munich Treaty of  
29 September 1938, Czechoslovakia was to ne‑ 
gotiate with Hungary and Poland on border 
adjustments, but no agreement was reached, so 
the Hungarian and the Czechoslovak sides opted 
to take the issue to an international court of  
arbitration. As the bilateral talks failed, Hungary 
proposed arbitration on 20 October, to which 
Czechoslovakia consented on the 26th. On the 
27th, Britain and France renounced their rights in 
the settlement to Germany and Italy. The First 
Viennese Decision of  2 November 1938 re‑ 
annexed Upper Hungary (Slovakia) and the 
southern strip of  Transcarpathia (11,927 km2)  
to Hungary. The border adjustments increased 
this territory to 12,012 km2. 86.5% of  the 
1,058,000 inhabitants affected were Hungarian. 
The peaceful entry of  the Honvédség (Hunga‑ 
rian Defence Forces) was their first military 
operation since 1919.

On 16 February 1939, Horthy again appointed 
Count Pál Teleki as Prime Minister. Teleki took 

On the threshold of  the world war

Horthy’s entry to Komárom.  
Painted by Miklós Nemes Tamássy, 1938 

Hungarian and Polish soldiers  
meet at Verecke on 17 March 1939 
(Gyula Lux collection)
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simultaneous action against the Communists 
and the extreme right. He used the opportunity 
provided by the break‑up of  Czechoslovakia 
to re‑annex Transcarpathia, upon which the 
government decided on 10 March. On the 15th, 
when the Wehrmacht invaded the Czech and 
Moravian territories, the Honvédség (Hungarian 
Defence Forces) crossed the 1938 Hungarian–
Czechoslovak border and entered Transcarpathia. 
On the 23rd, Hungarian forces also entered the 
territory of  the newly‑formed state of  Slovakia. 

On 31 March 1939, a bilateral Hungarian–
Slovak border treaty was signed, by which Slovakia 
recognised the First Vienna Decision and the re‑
annexation of  Transcarpathia. The latter brought 
the return of  12,171 km2 (of  which 110 km2 was 
territory of  Slovakia occupied by the Honvéd‑ 
ség) to Hungary, and 670,000 inhabitants, 
12.7% of  which were Hungarians. Britain tacitly 
accepted the new annexation. France did not 
protest, but did not give any tacit consent either.

On 1 September 1939, Germany attacked 
Poland. The Second World War began. Hungary, 

for the moment, remained neutral. Under the 
Defence Act of  11 March (Act II of  1939), 
the government had the power to legislate by 
emergency decree as of  2 September 1939.

The Defence Act required persons deemed 
unfit for military service for reasons of  health, 
origin, religion, morals or political affiliation to 
submit to military labour service. It was mainly 
non‑Magyar nationalities who were conscripted 
into the labour service companies, Jews into 
the auxiliaries, and politically unreliable persons 
into the special squads. The inhuman and cruel 
conditions of  some companies caused the death 
of  many people. Many Jews, however, were 
called up to these formations to save them from 
deportation. 

The Honvédség (Hungarian Defence Forces) 
also had military rabbis. A course for rabbis for 
the spiritual care of  Jews on labour service was 
held between1 and 14 June 1943. This occurred 
at a time when Jews from German‑occupied 
areas of  Europe were already being deported to 
the death camps. 

Reception of  Polish refugees

A swelling stream of  Polish refugees came 
to Hungary from 10 September 1939 

onwards. The Teleki government opened the 
border to them on the 18th. Under orders from 
the commander‑in‑chief, the Polish formations 
entered in closed ranks, laid down their arms, and 
then went unescorted to the camps assigned to 
them. 26,000 of  those who came in autumn 1939 
were able to move on to the newly‑organised 
Polish army in France. An Evacuation Office 
under the cover name EWA opened in late 
September in Budapest to arrange their journey. 

During the two‑month Warsaw Uprising, 
launched by the Armija Krajowa (AK) on 
1 August 1944, the Poles maintained contact with 
the outside world through the front maintained  
by the Hungarian 2nd Reserve Corps, and received 
health care, food, sometimes even weapons, and 
information about German troop movements. 
The German military leadership ultimately 
withdrew the Hungarian formations from the 
ring around Warsaw.

The Hungarian AK command, formed on 
1 July 1940, maintained contact with the Polish 
government in London and the AK, prepared 
Polish soldiers for joining the Western Polish 
army and the AK, and arranged supplies for the 
latter.

The Poles who stayed in Hungary lived in 
peace until the German invasion. They received 
free health care and went to paid work from their 
camps. Those who did not find jobs received 
Hungarian state aid.

On 22 September 1939, the 21st Department 
of  the Ministry of  Defence was set up under 
Colonel Zoltán Baló to look after the affairs 
of  the Polish soldiers. Civil refugees were dealt 
with by the Refugees Office set up in the 9th 
Department of  the Ministry of  the Interior in late 
September. Its leader, Dr József  Antall (who took 
charge of  the whole 9th Department on 30 June 
1941) made out new identity cards for Polish Jews 
who had fled to Hungary, changing their name 
and religion.

Handover from military to civil 
administration in Hontvarsány,  

Upper Hungary (now Slovakia)  
on 30 December 1938.  

Lt. Pál Kovács, Vármosludány 
Station Commander shakes hands 

with District Notary Béla Gőz.

Everyday life at the Polish 
military refugee camp at 
Esztergom-Kenyérmező
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141 military and 114 civil Polish camps (not 
in the conventional sense) were set up during the 
war. Some were near the Yugoslav border, so that 
the Poles could more easily escape to the West.

In late September 1939, the Ministry of  
Defence set up a Polish military legation under 
the cover name Ekspozytura W, and the Polish 
Soldier’s Representative Association formed 
in early October. Its first leader was Brig.‑Gen. 

Stefan Dembiński, a descendant of  a general in 
the 1848–1849 Hungarian Revolution and War 
of  Independence.

The Hungarian–Polish Refugees Committee 
found work for civilian refugees and gave them 
clothing and free meals. It had 47 camps of  its 
own, where it accommodated 10,000 refugees.

Despite German protests, the Budapest Polish 
Embassy continued to function until 1 January 
1941. Seeing that Budapest was being forced 
to close it, the London Polish government sent 
a delegation to Hungary under cover name 
“W‑placówka” in June 1940.

The Civil Committee for Care of  Polish 
Refugees was set up in late November 1939, 
led by Dr Henryk Sławik, the Hungarian 
refugees commissioner from the London Polish 
government. There was a Polish Chaplaincy 
Office, a Polish Red Cross office and a Polish 
Health Service. A 140‑bed Polish military hos‑ 
pital was set up in Győr in spring 1940. The 
Polish Officers’ Orphans Home was the cover 
name for a home for Jewish children. There 

were over 30 Polish primary and two secondary 
schools, and 500 students were admitted into 
Hungarian universities.

After the German invasion of  29 April 1944, 
the Polish organisations were suspended, the 
schools were closed, and the labour permits 
were withdrawn. After the right‑wing takeover 
of  power on 20 October, the Poles were handed 
over to German supervision. Several Hungarian 

officers informed their Polish comrades of  the 
impending German action. Many Poles were 
saved by the Hungarian population.

According to figures compiled by József  
Antall during the war, 140,000 Polish civilians 
and soldiers (including several thousand Jews) 
came to Hungary, and most of  them left the 
country after staying some weeks in Hungary. 
Colonel Baló’s records count 45,225 Polish 
soldiers by summer 1940. 

Citizens of  other countries also found refuge 
in Hungary. The conditions of  the 4000 French 
prisoners of  war who escaped to Hungary were 
more like internment than prison; there was 
no state of  war between Hungary and France. 
A small number of  escaped British, Dutch, 
Belgian, Czech and Russian (!) prisoners of  
war also got over the Hungarian border. After 
the fall of  Mussolini in July 1943, 2000 Italian 
soldiers and nearly a thousand Soviet prisoners 
of  war also escaped to Hungary. The number of  
Jews received in the country from surrounding 
countries by March 1944 was 35‑50,000.

I n spring 1940, the war became European. 
After the French surrender, the Soviet 

Union demanded (the return of) territories from 
Romania in a note sent on 26 June. Romania 
complied. The Council of  Ministers announced 
on 27 June that it would force Romania’s 
compliance with its territorial demands and for 
the first time since 1919 ordered full mobilisation, 
even for army units at which it had not been 
ordered before. The Hungarian–Romanian nego‑ 
tiations ordered under pressure from Hitler 
came to an end without result on 24 August. 
The Romanian government requested German–
Italian arbitration on the 27th, and the Hungarian 
government gave its consent on the 28th.

The tribunal which sat in Vienna on 30 August 
1940 awarded to Hungary an area of  43,104 km2 

and 2,633,000 inhabitants, 51.4% of  which were 
Hungarian and 42% Romanian. The Honvédség 
took occupation of  Transylvania without a 
fight, apart from two minor incidents. After the 
Second Vienna Decision, Hungary made a severe 
concession: on 20 November 1940 it became the 
first to join the three‑power German–Italian–
Japanese agreement.

Of  all its neighbours, it was with Yugoslavia 
that Hungary had built up the best relations. The 
Axis powers also supported their rapprochement: 
Budapest could act as a bridge to Belgrade. On 
12 December 1940, the two countries signed a 
treaty of  friendship. Yugoslavia joined the Three 
Powers Treaty on 25 March 1941.

On the 27th, however, there was a coup in 
Belgrade. Hitler ordered an attack on Yugoslavia 

Between armed neutrality and war
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in early October. Its first leader was Brig.‑Gen. 
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of  Independence.

The Hungarian–Polish Refugees Committee 
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clothing and free meals. It had 47 camps of  its 
own, where it accommodated 10,000 refugees.

Despite German protests, the Budapest Polish 
Embassy continued to function until 1 January 
1941. Seeing that Budapest was being forced 
to close it, the London Polish government sent 
a delegation to Hungary under cover name 
“W‑placówka” in June 1940.

The Civil Committee for Care of  Polish 
Refugees was set up in late November 1939, 
led by Dr Henryk Sławik, the Hungarian 
refugees commissioner from the London Polish 
government. There was a Polish Chaplaincy 
Office, a Polish Red Cross office and a Polish 
Health Service. A 140‑bed Polish military hos‑ 
pital was set up in Győr in spring 1940. The 
Polish Officers’ Orphans Home was the cover 
name for a home for Jewish children. There 

were over 30 Polish primary and two secondary 
schools, and 500 students were admitted into 
Hungarian universities.

After the German invasion of  29 April 1944, 
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schools were closed, and the labour permits 
were withdrawn. After the right‑wing takeover 
of  power on 20 October, the Poles were handed 
over to German supervision. Several Hungarian 

officers informed their Polish comrades of  the 
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came to Hungary, and most of  them left the 
country after staying some weeks in Hungary. 
Colonel Baló’s records count 45,225 Polish 
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Citizens of  other countries also found refuge 
in Hungary. The conditions of  the 4000 French 
prisoners of  war who escaped to Hungary were 
more like internment than prison; there was 
no state of  war between Hungary and France. 
A small number of  escaped British, Dutch, 
Belgian, Czech and Russian (!) prisoners of  
war also got over the Hungarian border. After 
the fall of  Mussolini in July 1943, 2000 Italian 
soldiers and nearly a thousand Soviet prisoners 
of  war also escaped to Hungary. The number of  
Jews received in the country from surrounding 
countries by March 1944 was 35‑50,000.

I n spring 1940, the war became European. 
After the French surrender, the Soviet 

Union demanded (the return of) territories from 
Romania in a note sent on 26 June. Romania 
complied. The Council of  Ministers announced 
on 27 June that it would force Romania’s 
compliance with its territorial demands and for 
the first time since 1919 ordered full mobilisation, 
even for army units at which it had not been 
ordered before. The Hungarian–Romanian nego‑ 
tiations ordered under pressure from Hitler 
came to an end without result on 24 August. 
The Romanian government requested German–
Italian arbitration on the 27th, and the Hungarian 
government gave its consent on the 28th.

The tribunal which sat in Vienna on 30 August 
1940 awarded to Hungary an area of  43,104 km2 

and 2,633,000 inhabitants, 51.4% of  which were 
Hungarian and 42% Romanian. The Honvédség 
took occupation of  Transylvania without a 
fight, apart from two minor incidents. After the 
Second Vienna Decision, Hungary made a severe 
concession: on 20 November 1940 it became the 
first to join the three‑power German–Italian–
Japanese agreement.

Of  all its neighbours, it was with Yugoslavia 
that Hungary had built up the best relations. The 
Axis powers also supported their rapprochement: 
Budapest could act as a bridge to Belgrade. On 
12 December 1940, the two countries signed a 
treaty of  friendship. Yugoslavia joined the Three 
Powers Treaty on 25 March 1941.

On the 27th, however, there was a coup in 
Belgrade. Hitler ordered an attack on Yugoslavia 
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the same evening, and in a message to Horthy 
recognised Hungarian territorial demands and 
requested his consent to the transit of  German 
forces and the involvement of  the Honvédség 
in the manoeuvres. Following Horthy’s positive 
response, a decision was made on the 28th that the 
Honvédség would not cross the historical border 
of  Hungary.

In Budapest, on 28–30 March, Lt.‑Gen. 
Paulus, Chief  Quartermaster of  the Wehrmacht, 
and Infantry General Henrik Werth, Chief  
of  the Honvéd General Staff, held talks on 
the deployment of  Hungarian troops. On the 
31st, Foreign Minister László Bárdossy pledged 
Hungary’s support for Croatian separatists.

On 2 April, London warned that it would break 
diplomatic relations if  Hungary let the German 
forces through, and declare war if  the Honvédség 
joined the attack. The Prime Minister, Pál Teleki, 
faced with the collapse of  his life’s work, peaceful 
revision, took his own life. The Regent appointed 
Bárdossy Prime Minister on 3 April. Mobilisation 
was ordered on 4 April.

As part of  the “Balkans Campaign” from 6 April 
to 2 June 1941, the German 2nd Army attacked 
from Hungary on the 8th. The Hungarian forces 
only moved in on the 11th (even though Yugoslav 
aircraft bombed Hungarian towns on the 7th), 

and after Croatia declared its independence the 
day before, Budapest regarded Yugoslavia as no 
longer existing.

The Hungarian 3rd Army completed its re‑ 
capture of  the southern counties on the evening 
of  the 14th. By German request, the rapid‑deploy‑ 
ment corps (consisting of  tank, mobile infantry, 
bicycle and mounted formations) invaded Serbia 
on the 16th. On the 19th it halted when ceasefire 
talks started, and then withdrew from Serbia 
on the 23rd. It was the first time since 1918 
that Hungarian forces had executed a military 
operation outside Hungary’s historical borders.

Hungary regained an area of  11,417 km2. 
36.6% of  the 1,025,508 people who lived there 
were Hungarian, and 16% Serbian. Parliament 
restored the divisions of  the southern counties on 
31 Dec. 1941. On 7 April, the British government 
broke off  diplomatic relations with Hungary.

On 5‑6 January 1942, Hungarian security 
forces drove off  a Serbian partisan squad 
and killed several Serbian civilians. The raids 
continued on 20 January in the city of  Novy Sad 
and came to an end on the evening of  the 23rd on 
the order of  General Ferenc Szombathelyi, Chief  
of  the Honvéd General Staff, when he heard 
of  the killings. The army and gendarme officers 
held responsible for the atrocities were brought 
before a court in December 1943, but several 
of  them escaped to German‑held territory. The 
court sentenced the accused who remained in 
Hungary to 5‑15 years’ imprisonment. After the 
war, some of  those responsible were arrested 
again in Hungary under the charge of  war crimes, 
and several of  them were extradited to Yugoslavia 
on 10 July 1946. At the trial held in Novy Sad,  
all principal defendants were sentenced to death.

According to contemporary Hungarian fi‑ 
gures, 3340 people were killed in the atrocities, 
comprising 2550 Serbs, 743 Jews, 11 Hungarians, 
and 36 others. As a reprisal for the Novy Sad 
raids, under a decree by Tito on 17 October 1944, 
severe reprisals were taken out against Hungarian 
residents of  the South. Some estimates put the 
number of  Hungarian victims of  the 1944‑45 
reprisals at several thousand, while other estimates 
put this number at several tens of  thousands. 

B y its attack on Yugoslavia, the Hungarian 
government relinquished its status of  

armed neutrality. On 22 June 1941, Germany 
invaded the Soviet Union. In planning the military 
operations against the Soviet Union, Hitler did 
not reckon with Hungary, and even prohibited 
any attempts to inform Hungary about the plans 
or to “reckon” with it. To express solidarity with 
Germany, Hungary cut all diplomatic ties with  
the Soviet Union on 23 June 1941. 

The occasion for Hungary’s entry into 
the war came on 26 June 1941, when three 
bombers – three Soviet aircraft, according to 
the contemporary official account – dropped 
29 bombs on the city of  Kassa (Košice), and a 
Soviet fighter plane attacked a Hungarian train  
at Rahó and Tiszaborkút. 

On 26 June 1941 the Council of  Ministers 
held an emergency meeting at which a decision 
was made – one amounting to the endorsement 
of  another decision made previously by the head 

of  state – which Prime Minister László Bárdossy 
announced in the House of  Representatives of  
the Parliament on 27 June 1941. “The Hungarian 
Royal Government declares that due to the 
attacks a state of  war between Hungary and the 
Soviet Union has taken effect”. 

Starting on 27 June, the Hungarian Air Force 
launched air raids on towns in Galicia. On the 28th, 
the first land force units crossed the Soviet border. 
The 40,000 strong Carpathian Group designated 
for the “counter‑strike” was formed under the 
leadership of  Lt.‑Gen. Ferenc Szombathelyi on 
1 July and in formation with the German South 
Army Group advanced towards the Dnieper. Its 
headquarters, with two brigades, was converted 
to the Hungarian Invasion Force on 9 July. The 
Rapid Deployment Corps continued to advance 
to contact. In the first half  of  August, during 
the encirclement of  the Soviet South‑West Army 
Group it had a decisive role in preventing a Soviet 
breakout at Golovanevski (Battle of  Uman), and 
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the same evening, and in a message to Horthy 
recognised Hungarian territorial demands and 
requested his consent to the transit of  German 
forces and the involvement of  the Honvédség 
in the manoeuvres. Following Horthy’s positive 
response, a decision was made on the 28th that the 
Honvédség would not cross the historical border 
of  Hungary.

In Budapest, on 28–30 March, Lt.‑Gen. 
Paulus, Chief  Quartermaster of  the Wehrmacht, 
and Infantry General Henrik Werth, Chief  
of  the Honvéd General Staff, held talks on 
the deployment of  Hungarian troops. On the 
31st, Foreign Minister László Bárdossy pledged 
Hungary’s support for Croatian separatists.

On 2 April, London warned that it would break 
diplomatic relations if  Hungary let the German 
forces through, and declare war if  the Honvédség 
joined the attack. The Prime Minister, Pál Teleki, 
faced with the collapse of  his life’s work, peaceful 
revision, took his own life. The Regent appointed 
Bárdossy Prime Minister on 3 April. Mobilisation 
was ordered on 4 April.

As part of  the “Balkans Campaign” from 6 April 
to 2 June 1941, the German 2nd Army attacked 
from Hungary on the 8th. The Hungarian forces 
only moved in on the 11th (even though Yugoslav 
aircraft bombed Hungarian towns on the 7th), 

and after Croatia declared its independence the 
day before, Budapest regarded Yugoslavia as no 
longer existing.

The Hungarian 3rd Army completed its re‑ 
capture of  the southern counties on the evening 
of  the 14th. By German request, the rapid‑deploy‑ 
ment corps (consisting of  tank, mobile infantry, 
bicycle and mounted formations) invaded Serbia 
on the 16th. On the 19th it halted when ceasefire 
talks started, and then withdrew from Serbia 
on the 23rd. It was the first time since 1918 
that Hungarian forces had executed a military 
operation outside Hungary’s historical borders.

Hungary regained an area of  11,417 km2. 
36.6% of  the 1,025,508 people who lived there 
were Hungarian, and 16% Serbian. Parliament 
restored the divisions of  the southern counties on 
31 Dec. 1941. On 7 April, the British government 
broke off  diplomatic relations with Hungary.

On 5‑6 January 1942, Hungarian security 
forces drove off  a Serbian partisan squad 
and killed several Serbian civilians. The raids 
continued on 20 January in the city of  Novy Sad 
and came to an end on the evening of  the 23rd on 
the order of  General Ferenc Szombathelyi, Chief  
of  the Honvéd General Staff, when he heard 
of  the killings. The army and gendarme officers 
held responsible for the atrocities were brought 
before a court in December 1943, but several 
of  them escaped to German‑held territory. The 
court sentenced the accused who remained in 
Hungary to 5‑15 years’ imprisonment. After the 
war, some of  those responsible were arrested 
again in Hungary under the charge of  war crimes, 
and several of  them were extradited to Yugoslavia 
on 10 July 1946. At the trial held in Novy Sad,  
all principal defendants were sentenced to death.

According to contemporary Hungarian fi‑ 
gures, 3340 people were killed in the atrocities, 
comprising 2550 Serbs, 743 Jews, 11 Hungarians, 
and 36 others. As a reprisal for the Novy Sad 
raids, under a decree by Tito on 17 October 1944, 
severe reprisals were taken out against Hungarian 
residents of  the South. Some estimates put the 
number of  Hungarian victims of  the 1944‑45 
reprisals at several thousand, while other estimates 
put this number at several tens of  thousands. 

B y its attack on Yugoslavia, the Hungarian 
government relinquished its status of  

armed neutrality. On 22 June 1941, Germany 
invaded the Soviet Union. In planning the military 
operations against the Soviet Union, Hitler did 
not reckon with Hungary, and even prohibited 
any attempts to inform Hungary about the plans 
or to “reckon” with it. To express solidarity with 
Germany, Hungary cut all diplomatic ties with  
the Soviet Union on 23 June 1941. 

The occasion for Hungary’s entry into 
the war came on 26 June 1941, when three 
bombers – three Soviet aircraft, according to 
the contemporary official account – dropped 
29 bombs on the city of  Kassa (Košice), and a 
Soviet fighter plane attacked a Hungarian train  
at Rahó and Tiszaborkút. 

On 26 June 1941 the Council of  Ministers 
held an emergency meeting at which a decision 
was made – one amounting to the endorsement 
of  another decision made previously by the head 

of  state – which Prime Minister László Bárdossy 
announced in the House of  Representatives of  
the Parliament on 27 June 1941. “The Hungarian 
Royal Government declares that due to the 
attacks a state of  war between Hungary and the 
Soviet Union has taken effect”. 

Starting on 27 June, the Hungarian Air Force 
launched air raids on towns in Galicia. On the 28th, 
the first land force units crossed the Soviet border. 
The 40,000 strong Carpathian Group designated 
for the “counter‑strike” was formed under the 
leadership of  Lt.‑Gen. Ferenc Szombathelyi on 
1 July and in formation with the German South 
Army Group advanced towards the Dnieper. Its 
headquarters, with two brigades, was converted 
to the Hungarian Invasion Force on 9 July. The 
Rapid Deployment Corps continued to advance 
to contact. In the first half  of  August, during 
the encirclement of  the Soviet South‑West Army 
Group it had a decisive role in preventing a Soviet 
breakout at Golovanevski (Battle of  Uman), and 
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in the middle of  the month prevented Soviet 
troops trapped in the south‑east from breaking 
out across the South Bug (Battle of  Nikolaev). 
Subsequently, it held the Dniepropretovsk‑
Zaporozhe section of  the Dnieper for several 
weeks, before coming to the Donyets in early 
October. The Rapid Deployment Corps had 
penetrated 2200 km into the Soviet Union.

Henrik Werth, Chief  of  the Honvéd General 
Staff, argued for more active military engagement, 
while the Prime Minister argued for limited 
involvement. Most of  the politicians lined up 
behind Bárdossy, and more and more military 
leaders took the view that this was going to be a 
protracted war, and Hungary should preserve its 
strength. On 6 September 1941, Horthy appointed 
Lt.‑Gen. Ferenc Szombathelyi, who represented 
this stance, as Chief  of  the Honvéd General Staff.

Horthy, Bárdossy and Szombathely obtained 
Hitler’s consent to bring home the Rapid 
Deployment Corps, but had to agree to send four 
invasion brigades to Ukraine. They confronted 
increasingly active partisan operations in late 
1941, especially in the Bryanski Forests. 

The British government delivered an ultima‑ 
tum for withdrawal of  the Hungarian forces from 

the Soviet Union on 29 November 1941, and a 
state of  war with Britain took effect at midnight 
on 6 December. After the Japanese attack, on 12 
December 1941 a state of  war took effect between 
Hungary and the U. S., which rejected it as having 
been delivered under German duress. In March 
1942, the USA gave Hungary an ultimatum to 
abandon its part in the war, but only declared war 
on Hungary, at Soviet request, on 5 July. 

Hungary’s involvement in the Eastern theatre 
of  operations took on a larger scale in 1942, this 
time under pressure from Hitler. In early 1942, 
following talks in Budapest with Ribbentrop, and 
subsequently Keitel, an agreement was reached on 
22 January providing for Hungary to send eleven 
formations – nine infantry, one armoured and one 
airborne – for the 1942 campaign. The Germans 
asked for deployment of  Hungary’s entire armed 
forces, but the Hungarian leadership was reluctant 
to sacrifice everything for an outcome which no 
longer seemed certain. The 207,000‑strong 2nd 

Army assembled in February for deployment 
to the Eastern front was the Honvédség’s most 
modern, best‑equipped formation.

By spring 1942, the conservative groups of  
political leaders had had enough of  Bárdossy’s 
concessions to the Germans, and considered 
the right‑leaning domestic policy as increasingly 
dangerous. Under pressure from Horthy, the 
Prime Minister resigned on 7 March. His 
successor, Miklós Kállay, took office on the 9th. 
Kállay was prepared to cautiously renew contacts 
with the British, and wanted to steer Hungary 
cautiously through the protracted war. He had 
the requisite capabilities to organise the internal 
forces for this. Hitler, however, looked on him as 
opposition; significantly, he only received Kállay a 
year after his appointment.

Shortly before this change of  government, 
the ageing head of  state was appointed a deputy, 
his elder son. Reservist Flight Lieutenant István 
Horthy was appointed Vice Regent by Parlia‑ 
ment on 19 February 1942. Six months later, on 
20 August, he died in action on a flight on the 
Eastern front. The moderate political group had 
lost one of  its pillars.

It was during the term of  Kállay’s government 
that the 2nd Army suffered its defeat on the 
Don. Under the command of  General Gusz‑
táv Jány, in summer 1942 the Hungarian 
forces carried out a successful offensive and 
reached the River Don. This geographical 
point has since been referred to in Hungary 
as the Don Bend, although the river actually 
turns at several places in this region.

The Hungarian 2nd Army, together with 
the German 2nd and Italian 8th Armies formed 
Army Group B. Its task was to defend the 
left flank and rear of  the operations whose 
objectives were to capture Stalingrad and 
the Caucasian oilfields. The German military 
commanders ordered the 2nd Hungarian Army, 
arriving to the Don, to maintain the defence 
along the river, but set the width of  defensive 
strip, by according to their principles, as 
200 km, even though the Hungarian light 
divisions consisted of  only two infantry 
regiments, compared with the three regiments 
that German divisions had. There was no 
possibility of  installing the appropriate 
defence and setting up reserves, even though 
the senior staff  had, as young officers between 
1914 and 1919, gained considerable experience 
in installing staged defences in depth. The 

installation of  the defensive system was 
delayed by the bridgehead battles between 
18  July and 16 September 1942, during which 
five of  the seven Soviet bridgeheads had been 
destroyed. Hungarian casualties during the 
bridgehead battles were some 26‑27,000, and 
the 1st armoured division lost half  of  its tanks.

During the bridgehead battles, the Germans 
maintained their momentum, although the 
southern stretch of  the front solidified for two 
months during autumn 1942 until the Soviet 
counterattack at Stalingrad on 19 November. 
The Soviet military leadership was preparing 
for counter‑strike similar to its action around 
Moscow one year previously, but now on 
a strategic rather than a tactical scale. After 
surrounding Stalingrad, it attempted to widen 
the ring, systematically pressing the Axis 
forces further from the city.

The Soviet offensive reached the Itali‑
an 8th Army, the south‑eastern neighbours 
of  the Hungarian 2nd Army, on 17 Decem‑
ber. The army group commanders realised 
that the next attack would reach the 2nd Army. 
On 12 January 1943, the Soviet 40th Army, 
launching a reconnaissance action from the 
Uriv‑Storozhevoye bridgehead, penetrated 
6‑10 km inside the defences of  the 7th Light 
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in the middle of  the month prevented Soviet 
troops trapped in the south‑east from breaking 
out across the South Bug (Battle of  Nikolaev). 
Subsequently, it held the Dniepropretovsk‑
Zaporozhe section of  the Dnieper for several 
weeks, before coming to the Donyets in early 
October. The Rapid Deployment Corps had 
penetrated 2200 km into the Soviet Union.

Henrik Werth, Chief  of  the Honvéd General 
Staff, argued for more active military engagement, 
while the Prime Minister argued for limited 
involvement. Most of  the politicians lined up 
behind Bárdossy, and more and more military 
leaders took the view that this was going to be a 
protracted war, and Hungary should preserve its 
strength. On 6 September 1941, Horthy appointed 
Lt.‑Gen. Ferenc Szombathelyi, who represented 
this stance, as Chief  of  the Honvéd General Staff.

Horthy, Bárdossy and Szombathely obtained 
Hitler’s consent to bring home the Rapid 
Deployment Corps, but had to agree to send four 
invasion brigades to Ukraine. They confronted 
increasingly active partisan operations in late 
1941, especially in the Bryanski Forests. 

The British government delivered an ultima‑ 
tum for withdrawal of  the Hungarian forces from 

the Soviet Union on 29 November 1941, and a 
state of  war with Britain took effect at midnight 
on 6 December. After the Japanese attack, on 12 
December 1941 a state of  war took effect between 
Hungary and the U. S., which rejected it as having 
been delivered under German duress. In March 
1942, the USA gave Hungary an ultimatum to 
abandon its part in the war, but only declared war 
on Hungary, at Soviet request, on 5 July. 

Hungary’s involvement in the Eastern theatre 
of  operations took on a larger scale in 1942, this 
time under pressure from Hitler. In early 1942, 
following talks in Budapest with Ribbentrop, and 
subsequently Keitel, an agreement was reached on 
22 January providing for Hungary to send eleven 
formations – nine infantry, one armoured and one 
airborne – for the 1942 campaign. The Germans 
asked for deployment of  Hungary’s entire armed 
forces, but the Hungarian leadership was reluctant 
to sacrifice everything for an outcome which no 
longer seemed certain. The 207,000‑strong 2nd 

Army assembled in February for deployment 
to the Eastern front was the Honvédség’s most 
modern, best‑equipped formation.

By spring 1942, the conservative groups of  
political leaders had had enough of  Bárdossy’s 
concessions to the Germans, and considered 
the right‑leaning domestic policy as increasingly 
dangerous. Under pressure from Horthy, the 
Prime Minister resigned on 7 March. His 
successor, Miklós Kállay, took office on the 9th. 
Kállay was prepared to cautiously renew contacts 
with the British, and wanted to steer Hungary 
cautiously through the protracted war. He had 
the requisite capabilities to organise the internal 
forces for this. Hitler, however, looked on him as 
opposition; significantly, he only received Kállay a 
year after his appointment.

Shortly before this change of  government, 
the ageing head of  state was appointed a deputy, 
his elder son. Reservist Flight Lieutenant István 
Horthy was appointed Vice Regent by Parlia‑ 
ment on 19 February 1942. Six months later, on 
20 August, he died in action on a flight on the 
Eastern front. The moderate political group had 
lost one of  its pillars.

It was during the term of  Kállay’s government 
that the 2nd Army suffered its defeat on the 
Don. Under the command of  General Gusz‑
táv Jány, in summer 1942 the Hungarian 
forces carried out a successful offensive and 
reached the River Don. This geographical 
point has since been referred to in Hungary 
as the Don Bend, although the river actually 
turns at several places in this region.

The Hungarian 2nd Army, together with 
the German 2nd and Italian 8th Armies formed 
Army Group B. Its task was to defend the 
left flank and rear of  the operations whose 
objectives were to capture Stalingrad and 
the Caucasian oilfields. The German military 
commanders ordered the 2nd Hungarian Army, 
arriving to the Don, to maintain the defence 
along the river, but set the width of  defensive 
strip, by according to their principles, as 
200 km, even though the Hungarian light 
divisions consisted of  only two infantry 
regiments, compared with the three regiments 
that German divisions had. There was no 
possibility of  installing the appropriate 
defence and setting up reserves, even though 
the senior staff  had, as young officers between 
1914 and 1919, gained considerable experience 
in installing staged defences in depth. The 

installation of  the defensive system was 
delayed by the bridgehead battles between 
18  July and 16 September 1942, during which 
five of  the seven Soviet bridgeheads had been 
destroyed. Hungarian casualties during the 
bridgehead battles were some 26‑27,000, and 
the 1st armoured division lost half  of  its tanks.

During the bridgehead battles, the Germans 
maintained their momentum, although the 
southern stretch of  the front solidified for two 
months during autumn 1942 until the Soviet 
counterattack at Stalingrad on 19 November. 
The Soviet military leadership was preparing 
for counter‑strike similar to its action around 
Moscow one year previously, but now on 
a strategic rather than a tactical scale. After 
surrounding Stalingrad, it attempted to widen 
the ring, systematically pressing the Axis 
forces further from the city.

The Soviet offensive reached the Itali‑
an 8th Army, the south‑eastern neighbours 
of  the Hungarian 2nd Army, on 17 Decem‑
ber. The army group commanders realised 
that the next attack would reach the 2nd Army. 
On 12 January 1943, the Soviet 40th Army, 
launching a reconnaissance action from the 
Uriv‑Storozhevoye bridgehead, penetrated 
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Division. The German command did not yet 
consider the situation irreversible, but paid 
the price for not having defence in depth. The 
situation on the morning of  the 12th resembled 
that of  the Titanic just after its fatal encounter 
with the iceberg, when most of  the passengers 
were still peacefully asleep.

The Soviet Voronezh Army Group was to 
have launched an attack to enclose and destroy 
the 2nd Hungarian and 8th Italian Armies on 

14 January. The objective was to create the 
conditions for the next offensive for attacking 
the German 2nd Army, which connected to 
the Hungarian 2nd Army to the north‑west. 
The Hungarian troops, with hardly any anti‑
tank weapons and separated from their tanks, 
had been unable to resist even the powerful 
reconnaissance in force. Sensing this, the 
Soviet command brought the offensive 
forward, and its forces broke through at the 

Schuchye bridgehead on 13 January. The 
defences of  the defending 12th Light Division 
stationed there collapsed. 

By 14 January, the Soviet army had broken 
through over a breadth of  40 km and a 
depth of  20 km, the front of  the 2nd Army 
had broken in two, and III  Corps north 
of  the Uriv bridgehead had lost its tactical 
links with the main forces of  the army. The 
two successful Soviet breakthroughs and 

pincer movements rendered defence of  the 
Don front between the Uriv and Schuchye 
bridgeheads impossible. By that time, the 
counter‑attack launched by the Cramer Corps 
(to which the 1st Hungarian armoured division 
had been attached) on 16 January was too late. 
The situation became critical.

The IV Corps in the centre turned back to 
Ostrogozhsk and took up an all‑round defensive 
position. The Soviet wedges had reached the 

Mortars account for a significant part  
of  the personnel losses suffered  
by the two sides on the Eastern front.

Trenches at the Don in late 
summer 1942
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Fiery Cross 1st Class with wreath  
and swords, both a campaign medal  
and an honour for the wounded

town of  Rossos and threatened to encircle the 
VII Corps remaining along the Don, and the Ita‑
lian Alpini corps to the south of  it. Two Soviet 
army groups went into attack against III Corps 
fighting on the left wing of  the 2nd Army and the 
German 2nd Army to its north. III Corps held its 
positions until 26 January, and 17/III Battalion 
of  the 9th Light Division remained in its positions 
along the Don even at dawn on the 27th, only 
retreating when ordered. During the retreat, 
the Hungarian and German armies kept the 
corridor of  retreat open. The Hungarian forces 
got back in several groups in early February, 
despite their commander, Lt.‑Gen. Count Mar‑
cell Stomm – in a way unparalleled in Hungari‑ 
an military history – disbanding the army corps.

The Hungarian 2nd Army was, with 
Hitler’s permission, withdrawn from the 
front on 24 January 1943. The retreat of  
IV and VII Corps towards the valley of  the 
River Oskol was covered by the formation 
encompassing the remaining combat‑ready 
fragments led by Maj.‑Gen. Gyula Vargyassi, 
and the Cramer Corps. Without proper 
weapons and equipment, the Hungarian 

troops had performed beyond their strength 
and prevented the Soviet army from encircling 
the German–Hungarian–Italian forces which 
provided defence of  the Don front. In doing 
so, they lost 60‑70,000 soldiers. In its one year 
of  operation, the 2nd Army’s casualties had 
approached 120,000.

On 1 February, Hitler received the Chief  
of  the Honvéd General Staff, who came with 
a mandate to request the return of  the 2nd 
Army and not to promise any more troops. 
On 28 March, Hitler consented to the return 
of  the army, but two further invasion divisions 
and 12 engineering and construction battalions 
had to be deployed to the Eastern theatre. The 
Honvédség was reorganised in summer 1943, 
the light divisions were replaced with three‑
regiment infantry and reserve divisions.

The Kállay government put out peace 
feelers in autumn 1942. Hitler, upon receiving 
information on these, demanded that Hor‑
thy replace Kállay, but Horthy refused. The 
deterioration of  Hungarian–German relations 
took tangible form at the Klessheim talks on 
16‑17 April 1943.

Several officers  
were awarded  
the Commander’s Cross  
of  the Hungarian Order  
of  Merit, with war ribbon  
and swords

Military cemetery at Rudkino 
(István Tőrös collection)

The destruction of  the Hungarian army on the Soviet front

Honvéd forces retreating from the Don reach the Dniester in early March 1943
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W hen appointing Miklós Kállay as Prime 
Minister, Regent Horthy instructed 

him not to undertake further obligations to the 
Germans and to seek the possibility of  gradually 
withdrawing from the war by forging a separate 
peace with Britain.

The Hungarian peace feelers began in summer 
1942. In autumn, the British Foreign Office sent 
the message: “As long as Hungary fights against 
the Allies and supports the Axis, it may not count 
on any sympathy or mercy.” For the Hungarian 
leadership it became important to express that it 
would lay down its weapons to Anglo‑American 
troops arriving in the country. This was stated on 
behalf  of  the government by the deputy head of  
the political department of  the Foreign Ministry 
to the British diplomats in Stockholm in early 
March 1943.

At the end of  July or beginning of  August, 
Budapest received the advice, through unofficial 
British channels, that it should declare its exit 
from the war simultaneously with Italy, despite 
the danger of  German invasion. Owing to the 
country’s geopolitical position, the Hungarian 
leadership did not see this as feasible, but it sent 
Foreign Ministry official László Veress to talks in 
Istanbul.

On 20 August 1943, Veress met with John 
Sterndale Bennet, a diplomat of  ambassador 
status in the British Embassy in Ankara. On 
2 September, the Foreign Office in London 
requested the use of  higher‑level diplomatic 
channels. The preliminary ceasefire conditions 
handed over to Veress in Istanbul on 9 September 
stipulated unconditional surrender when British 
forces arrived in Hungary, the gradual  winding 
down of  economic and military relations, and 
ultimately breaking off  relations, with the Ger‑ 
mans, sabotaging their activity, the withdrawal 
of  Hungarian forces from the Eastern theatre, 
assistance for Allied aircraft overflying Hungarian 
airspace, resistance against any German invasion 

attempt, and at a given moment the provision of  
transport facilities and air bases to the Allies. The 
Hungarian government indicated to the British 
government its acceptance of  the preliminary 
ceasefire terms via Lisbon Ambassador Andor 
Wodianer, on 10 October.

Having heard of  the Hungarian peace feelers, 
Hitler decided on 9 September 1943 to invade 
Hungary. The military outlines of  the plan were 
already worked out by 30 September. Edmund 
Veesemayer, sent to Hungary incognito, proposed 
in a memorandum of  10 December that the 
people around Horthy be removed and that the 
Regent, relying on the extreme right wing and the 
Honvédség (Hungarian Defence Forces), should 
be made “a soldier of  the Führer.”

Concentration of  the required forces started 
on 29 February 1944. Hitler sent the invasion 
order on 12 March. On the 15th he decided to 
“herd Hungary back into the pen”, leaving the 
head of  state, the armed forces and the security 
forces, and invited Horthy to pay a visit.

By leaving for the talks, Horthy cut himself  
off  from direct contact with his political and 
military leadership, thus restricting his room for 
manoeuvre. In Klessheim Castle, near Salzburg, 
on 18 March, the two heads of  state met in 
a tense atmosphere. Hitler received Horthy 
with reprimands, and gave him three choices: 
rejection and resignation; retaining his function 
but withdrawing from public affairs; or exercising 
his functions as head of  state in the hope of  
restricting the Germans’ activities in Hungary and 
waiting for the moment to restore sovereignty. He 
chose the third.

The Regent’s special train was prevented 
from returning while the operation took its 
course. The Chief  of  the General Staff  made 
arrangements from the train that the Honvédség 
should put up no resistance. Also on the train was 
Veesenmayer, who Hitler appointed ambassador 
(representative) plenipotentiary on the 16th.  

Hungarian peace feelers  
and the German invasion

Poster with a soldier, gun in hand, at a border stone carved with the coat of  arms and Holy Crown of  Hungary,  
symbolising the security of  the country. Designed by Sándor Légrády, 1943
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The German forces crossed the Hungarian 
border at 4 am on 19 March 1944, according 
to the official communiqué, to provide military 
assistance for the fight against the Soviet army. 
The Gestapo, with lists already made out, 
started the arrests.

Kállay had to go. Veesenmayer proposed Béla 
Imrédy as Prime Minister, but Horthy persuaded 
him that it would be more felicitous if  the new 
head of  the government did not come into office 
under German pressure, and so appointed an 
“expert” government under Lt.‑Gen. (Ret.) Döme 
Sztójay, the Hungarian ambassador to Berlin.  
The Sztójay government took the oath on the 
23rd. The Germans reopened military installations 
on 26 March.

After the German invasion, the realignment 
of  the Hungarian economy to meet German war 
aims accelerated. The Hungarian war industry 
received ever‑greater German orders, of  value 
which surpassed 825 million pengős (1.6 pengő 
was equivalent to 1 German mark) after March 
1944. By 1944 the Germans had, via the war 
industry, taken control of  all of  Hungary’s 
industry. Deliveries on credit also speeded up 
inflation, and in 1944, 50% of  banknotes served 
to cover German debts.

More serious than all this, however, was the 
beginning of  what had so  far been avoided, the 
Jewish Holocaust.

U ntil the German invasion, Hungary was 
an island. There were four laws and some 

100 decrees restricting Jewish rights, but their life 
was not in direct danger until March 1944. Jews 
from the surrounding countries also found refuge 
in the country.

The Eichmann Detachment, charged with 
the “final solution (Endlösung)” of  the Jewish 
Question, arrived with the invading forces. The 
Jews were ordered to be herded into ghettos on 
7 April. There were 40 ghettos, and inhuman 
conditions prevailed in all of  them. The depor‑ 
tations which started on 14 May affected a large 
part of  the Jews in Hungary. By summer, most 
Jews from outside Budapest had gone to their 
deaths. 

Many raised their voices against the depor‑ 
tations, including Bishop László Ravasz, leading 
dignitary of  the Reformed Church in Hungary, 
Jusztinián Serédy, Archbishop of  Esztergom, 
Count István Bethlen, the Apostolic Nuncio 
Rotta Angelo, and King Gustav of  Sweden. 

Many took part in rescuing people, including 
Raoul Wallenberg of  Sweden, Carl Danielsson, 
the Swedish Ambassador, Carl Lutz, the Swiss 
consul, Carlos Branquinhoi, the Portuguese 
chargé d’affaires, Friedrich Born, representative 
of  the International Red Cross in Hungary, Baron 
Vilmos Apor, Roman Catholic Bishop of  Győr, 
and many anonymous Hungarians who risked 
their lives.

The protests and the “Auschwitz memoranda” 
(written by Jews who had escaped from the 
death camp) prompted some political leaders 
to halt the deportations. At the Crown Council 
meeting of  26 June, Regent Horthy called on 
the government not to start the deportation of  
Budapest Jews.

The Germans wanted to deport the 250‑
280,000 Jews remaining in Budapest (170,000 
from Budapest, the rest refugees) in a “commando 
action”, because the troop numbers stationed 
there were of  a fraction of  those in Warsaw 
during the ghetto uprising there. The Hungarian 

German column  
on Margit Bridge  

on 19 March 1944

The Jewish Holocaust in Hungary

 Auschwitz-Birkenau death 
camp was the terminus  
of  trains leaving Hungary
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government prevented the deportation of  the 
Budapest Jews on 5‑7 July by armed force. This 
is borne out by the fact that Horthy was present 
at the Nuremberg War Crimes trials as a witness, 
and not a war criminal.

After the extreme right took over power on 
6 November, the Arrow Cross supporters sent 
50‑70,000 Jews west on foot. 25‑35,000 worked 
on fortifications, and the rest died on the way 
or went to the death camps. The Arrow Cross 
murdered several hundred Jews left in Budapest. 
On 18 January 1945, the Soviet forces found 
about 70,000 people in the ghetto.

It is impossible to determine exactly the number 
of  Hungarian Jews who died, because there are 

no exact figures on those who were subject to 
the Jewish laws or on the number of  survivors. 
Those deported to German concentration and 
labour camps probably numbered about 437,000. 
After the Arrow Cross took power, several tens 
of  thousands of  Hungarian citizens of  Jewish 
origin were deported to Germany to work on 
fortifications. Based on estimates considering the 
1941–1944 territory of  the state of  Hungary, the 
losses of  the Hungarian Jewry must have totalled 
around 400,000. (The exact figures are not known 
even today. Some put the total number of  Jewish 
victims at 600,000, others at 550,000, and yet 
others at 380,000. The Yad Vashem Institute uses 
the number below 400,000 persons.)

S ystematic Anglo‑American bombings start‑ 
ed on 3 April 1944. Owing to the advance 

of  the Red Army, the Hungarian airspace 
was “transferred” to the Soviet Air Force on 
22 November. Production in the Hungarian war 
industry, which had surged in spring 1944, rapidly 
went into decline from the effect of  the air raids, 
and came to a complete halt in the autumn.

The Red Army approached the North‑East 
Carpathians in late 1943. The Hungarian 1st Army, 
mobilised on 6 January 1944 was brought up to 
defend the border at the end of  March. After the 
German invasion, the 200 km operational gap 
which had opened up in the German defences in 
Galicia had to be stopped. The 1st Army launched 
an offensive on 17 April, and by the 27th had 
restored the connection between the German 
South Ukraine and North Ukraine army groups.

In the meantime, at Veesenmayer’s proposal, 
Horthy appointed Lt.‑Gen. János Vörös as Chief  
of  the Honvéd General Staff  in place of  General 
Ferenc Szombathelyi on 19 April.

The military leadership prepared to defend 
the Carpathians. The main defensive measure, 

the Árpád Line, ran inside the border, following 
the terrain relief. The “St Ladislas Position” 
was set up on the border as a security zone. Its 
supplementary function is reflected in its being 
called “just” a station. The Hunyadi Position on 
the entrance to the Carpathian valleys covered the 
retreat of  forces fighting in Galicia.

The 1st Ukrainian Front launched an offensive 
on 13 July, and reached the 1st Army on the 
22nd, forcing it into retreat. By the end of  July, 
the situation on the left flank and in the centre 
– the Hunyadi Position – and on the right flank 
– the St Ladislas Position – stabilised. The 4th 
Ukrainian Front, formed on 5 August, halted the 
attack on the 15th. The 1st Army made an orderly 
evacuation of  the Hunyadi Position on 25–27 
September.

When Romania changed over, by late summer 
the front reached the Hungarian frontier of  the 
time in the Székely lands. On 23 August 1944, 
a proclamation by the King of  Romania, and 
a general order issued by the new chief  of  the 
Romanian general staff, commanded the army to 
launch a military operation to rid Romania (and 
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government prevented the deportation of  the 
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particularly North Transylvania) of  the German–
Hungarian forces.

Romanian forces made incursions into Hun‑ 
gary several times starting on 25 August, even 
into Trianon territory, and the Romanian air force 
bombed Hungarian towns on the 30th. The first 
Hungarian town, Sósmező (Poiana Sărată) in the 
Oituz Gorge, fell on 26 August, but to the Soviet 
forces. The operations in Hungary, which were to 
last until 12 April 1945, had begun. 

For a short period, the balance of  military 
forces would have permitted Hungary to 
change over too, but there was a duality in the 
Hungarian leadership during these days. It was 
both looking for a way of  exiting the war, while 
making desperate attempts to defend the line of  
the Carpathians. On 24 August, Horthy invited 
General Géza Lakatos to form a government. 
The Lakatos government came into power on 
the 29th, but laboured its preparations for the vital 
task of  leading the country out of  the war.

On 28 August, Lakatos asked former Berne 
ambassador György Bakach‑Bessenyei to resume 
peace feelers. On the 29th, Bakach‑Bessenyei sent 
a telegram, referring to London, that “restricting 
ceasefire negotiations to the ‘Anglo‑Saxons’ is 
impossible. Any attempt to exclude the Russians 
from negotiations will mean immediate failure.”

On 5 September, the Hungarian 2nd Army 
launched an offensive to close the mountain 
passes of  the South Carpathians, but not for 
the purpose of  further territorial revision. This 
is proved by the proposal of  the Hungarian 
government on 26 August that the German 
forces should invade South Transylvania. On the 
13th, IV Corps (the 3rd Army from the 19st) also 
went on to the offensive on the south‑east Great 
Plain. Both offensives made rapid initial headway 
against the Romanian forces, but halted on the 
arrival of  the Soviet army.

S ensing the deterioration of  the military 
situation, Horthy consulted with his 

ministers and with the Chief  of  the Honvéd 
General Staff  János Vörös on 6 September. He 
called them in again on the 7th, together with 
Gyula Ambrózy, Head of  the Cabinet Office, 
and Lt.‑Gen. Antal Vattay, Head of  the Military 
Office; and then at the Crown Council in the 
evening he declared that it had become necessary 
to seek a ceasefire. From then on, consultations 
followed on day by day. From mid‑September, the 
“Exit Office” was coordinated by Miklós Horthy 
Jr. Ambrózy was responsible for the civilian side, 
and Vattay for the military.

At Horthy’s request, Gen. (Ret.) István Náday 
flew to the Allies’ Italian headquarters in Caserta 
on 22 September. General Maitland Wilson told 
him that only unconditional surrender would be 
acceptable. On the 24th, Horthy arranged for an 

official delegation to be sent to the Soviet Union 
led by Gen. Gábor Faragho, which arrived in 
Moscow on 1 October.

The Germans, who learned about all of  
this, decided on another armed operation. On 
2 October, Ambassador Plenipotentiary Veesen‑ 
mayer informed Ferenc Szálasi, leader of  the 
Arrow Cross Party–Hungarist Movement that 
Hitler had decided to put him in charge of  the 
country. Veesenmayer also wanted to make sure 
that the newly formed government have the 
support of  other political forces in addition to 
the Arrow Cross Party. He made contact with 
Imrédy’s Hungarian Renewal Party and the 
Hungarian National Socialist Party.

Molotov, the Soviet Foreign Minister, handed 
over the Soviet ceasefire terms on the night of  
8 October, and Faragho forwarded these to Bu‑ 
dapest by telegram on the evening of  the 9th. 

Between war and ceasefire

A flying bomb hits the National 
Theatre building in Kolozsvár 

(Cluj-Napoca, Romania)

German 503rd Panzer Division  
Pz. VI/II tank (Tiger II, King Tiger)  
in Buda Castle, 15 October 1945
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These stipulated that Hungary must withdraw 
its administration and military forces to within 
the 31 December 1937 borders within ten days, 
declare war on Germany, to the success of  
which the Soviet Union would provide military 
assistance to Hungary, and receive an Allied 
supervisory commission. If  these terms were 
accepted, the Allies would be prepared to sign a 
ceasefire agreement.

After Horthy’s response on 10 October, Fara‑ 
gho signed the preliminary ceasefire terms on the 
evening of  11 October 1944. Churchill, who was 
in Moscow, gave his consent for talks on the 13th. 
American consent came by telegram on the 14th. 

The failure of  the exit attempt and the right‑
wing seizure of  power created a new situation. The 
Lakatos government and the Honvéd General 
Staff  did not give Horthy and his inner circle 
sufficient support. There was little Hungarian 
military force in Budapest. Since the military 
command was to be by‑passed, only Lt.‑Gen. 
Károly Lázár, commander of  the Bodyguard, was 
available to coordinate what forces there were. He 
had at his disposal 2000 soldiers, the same number 
of  police, five police armoured cars and 6 tanks. 
Against this stood 30+ King Tiger tanks of  the 
German 503rd Heavy Armoured Division, which 
had 25,000 men on strength, even without Arrow 
Cross support. These were impossible odds.

Horthy did not inform the chief  of  the Honvéd 
General Staff  or the army commanders or the 
leaders of  the Hungarian Front about when he 
was going to declare the ceasefire. This made it 
impossible for the generals to take any definite 
action, and precluded any action by the organised 
Social Democratic workers in Budapest.

On the day of  the exit attempt, 15 October 
1944, Horthy announced to the Crown Council at 
10.30 am that he was requesting a ceasefire. Sub‑ 
sequently he read out his proclamation on the 
radio. This was how most political and military 
leaders found out about the exit attempt. They 
did not know what to make of  what they heard. 
The government passively awaited events, and 
Horthy also withdrew, not involving himself  in 
directing events.

The Germans and the Arrow Cross then 
arrested some of  the military, gendarme and 
police commanders in Budapest and took control 
of  the strategic points. Only the 300‑strong 
Bodyguard made any armed resistance. At 4.15 
pm it was the turn of  the Arrow Cross to make 
their appeal; after 5 pm they announced the 
command of  the chief  of  the General Staff  to 
continue fighting, and at 9.40 pm Ferenc Szálasi’s 
declaration of  seizure of  power.

On the afternoon of  16 October, now in 
German custody, Horthy signed a statement 
rescinding his proclamation, and in the evening 
he signed his resignation, which included the 
appointment of  Szálasi as prime minister. Under 
German pressure, other parties were also included 
in the government which was formed on the 16th. 
General Károly Beregfy took over the Ministry of  
Defence and the Honvéd General Staff. On the 
27th, the National Council united the functions of  
head of  state and head of  government. Szálasi 
took the oath as national leader of  the Hungarist 
Work State, on 2 November.

Struggling to gain power, Szálasi was in 
fact no more than Hitler’s vassal. The national 
policy offices of  the “Nation Leader’s Task 
Force” and the government offices of  the State 
Military Command were intended to take over 
the continued functioning of  the ministries. 
Power was nominally total; practically chaotic. 
To quote the German General Otto Wöhler who 
directed the military operations in Hungary after 
Christmas 1944: “everybody wanted to govern, as 
a result nobody governed.”

After the seizure of  power, the Arrow 
Cross party militia, set up in 1938 and used for 
keeping order on the streets, became a security 
organisation, the Armed Party Service. That, and 
several other organisations set up after the seizure 
of  power (Armed Nation Service, National 
Reckoning Organisation, National Reckoning 
Office, Military Security Service), perpetrated acts 
of  terror. Many of  Jews remaining in Budapest 
were shot into the Danube, and nobody else was 
secure against the lawless terror of  the armed 
Arrow Cross squads.

O n 22 September 1944, the Germans or‑ 
dered the construction of  a system of  

fortification consisting of  three main lines of  
defence and their blocking positions. The Karola 
Line was built along the southern slopes of  the 
Mátra, Bükk and Zemplén hill ranges to defend 
the northern industrial and mining regions. The 
Attila Line covered the Pest bridgehead laid out 
in the eastern approaches to Budapest, from 
the Danube and back in a semicircle. Hungarian 

engineer units started its construction on 
11 September before even receiving the Ger‑ 
man command. The Margit Line was built with 
an eastern sector along the eastern edge of  
Lake Balaton, Lake Velence and the Danube, 
and a western sector between the Dráva and the 
western edge of  Lake Balaton, to defend the Zala 
oilfields, the heavy industry, chemical industry, 
oil refineries and mining areas of  Transdanubia. 
Construction of  the Imperial Defensive Position 

Military operations in Hungary

Hungarian infantry strong point 
on the bank of  River Tisza  
in October 1944
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(Reichsschutzstellung) started in September 1944, 
with labour that included prisoners of  war, labour 
service squads and Hungarian Jews.

Military operations in Hungary may be 
broken down into six phases. The first followed 
Romania’s changeover, when the Soviet military 
crossed the Hungarian border in the South‑
East Carpathians on 26 August 1944. The Hon‑ 
védség’s last independent operation started on 
5 September, aimed at closing off  the South 
Carpathians, and ended with the Battles of  Torda 
and Arad. In the first, the 2nd Army held up the 
Soviet and Romanian forces from 13 September 
to 8 October. The German South Ukraine Army 
Group retreated to Hungary. The Székely area 
was evacuated starting on 7 September. The 4th 
Ukrainian Front closed in on the North‑East 
Carpathians and the 2nd penetrated Transylvania.

The second phase started with the Soviet 
offensive of  6 October, aimed at enclosing the 
Hungarian 2nd and German 8th armies fighting in 
Transylvania and the 1st Hungarian Army holding 

out in the North‑East Carpathians. Although by 
the end of  October, the 2nd Ukrainian Front had 
reached Budapest from the south and occupied 
Trans‑Tisza region, the German–Hungarian 
forces, in a battle that lasted until 31 October in 
the Trans‑Tisza area, frustrated the encirclement, 
and the three armies withdrew to behind the Tisza. 
The Battle of  Debrecen between 6 and 31 Octo‑ 
ber was one of  the largest tank battles of  the war.

In the third phase, November‑December 1944, 
the 4th Ukrainian Front pursued the Hungarian 
1st Army retreating from the North‑East Car‑ 
pathians, advancing westwards through Upper 
Hungary and Slovakia. The 2nd Ukrainian Front, 
in the face of  the German 6th and 8th Armies, 
occupied North Hungary and enclosed Budapest 
from the north. The 3rd Ukrainian Front, fighting 
against the Hungarian 3rd Army and the German 
2nd Panzer Army occupied South Transdanubia 
and broke through the eastern sector of  the 
Margit Line and completed the encirclement of  
Budapest from the south.

In the fourth phase, the Hungarian 1st Army and 
the IX SS Mountain Corps defended Budapest 
against the Soviet Budapest Group in one of  the 
five largest “cauldron battles” (Kesselschlacht) 
of  the war. In summer 1944, the Hungarian 
leadership still trusted in the stiffening of  the 
front along the line of  the Carpathians, but on 
11 September the construction of  the Attila 
Line was ordered to defend the Pest bridgehead 
which linked the Karola and Margit Lines and 
had further functions of  keeping the Soviet 
forces at a distance from Budapest and serving 
as the starting point for an offensive to clean 
out the Carpathian Basin, which Hitler several 
times held up the prospect of. On 23 No‑
vember 1944, Hitler ordered house‑to‑house 
defence of  Budapest, and on 1 December 
proclaimed the Hungarian capital as a fortress 
(Festung Budapest).

Neither did the Soviet leadership plan a 
siege. Until the failure of  the exit attempt, 
they thought they would be able to enter Bu‑

dapest without much effort. When it became 
clear to them, after the Arrow Cross seizure 
of  power, that the Hungarian army would not 
be removed from the front, they decided their 
next operational objective would be Budapest. 
They aimed to capture it with a hasty attack, a 
fast blitzkrieg‑like offensive. The commander 
of  the 2nd Ukrainian Front received the order 
to launch the operation directly from Stalin, 
by telephone, on 28 October. On 29 October, 
five Soviet corps mounted their attack 
between the Duna and the Tisza. The front 
of  the Hungarian 3rd Army collapsed. Forces 
which were rushed to the defence of  the At‑
tila Line, however, halted and broke up the 
attackers.

The 4 November command from Moscow 
now specified the encirclement and siege of  
Budapest. By Christmas 1944, the eastern 
sector of  the Margit Line had fallen, and the 
Soviet forces reached the Danube to the west 
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Soviet forces advancing  
to Budapest  

in early November 1944

of  December, the forces defending the Pest 
bridgehead had withdrawn to the innermost 
defensive zone of  the Attila Line. The Soviet–
Romanian forces started the siege in their 
earlier command structure.

On the afternoon of  24 December, the 
German and Hungarian command learned that 
the Soviet forces had reached Buda on the west 
side of  the Danube when a reconnaissance 
patrol ran into the heart of  Budapest. The 
encirclement took the population by surprise. 
On 24 December, the men were doing their 
Christmas shopping, the women were making 
the Christmas dinner, and grandparents were 
taking their grandchildren sledging on the Bu‑ 
da hills. The buses and trams were running, the 
theatres and cinemas were open, people were 
eating and drinking in restaurants and bars.

The Soviet commanders called on the 
defenders to surrender. Two Soviet soldiers 
bearing flags of  truce entered the city on 
29 December. The vehicle of  one of  them hit 
a mine and exploded. The second reached the 
city, but on his return was caught up in mortar 
fire. Both died in action. 

To supply the surrounded troops, the 
German 4th Air Fleet set up the Budapest Air 
Supply Group on 29 December. It brought 
in a daily average of  47 tonnes of  supplies, 
less than half  of  what was needed, but more 
effective than the Stalingrad airlift.

The Soviet advance proceeded slowly, step 
by step. Pest, on the east side of  the Danube, 
fell on 18 January 1945. By the end of  the first 
ten days of  February, the situation in Buda 
also became untenable. The breakout plan 
for 11 February was revealed to the German 
commanders by SS‑Obergruppenführer Karl 
Pfeffer‑Wildenbruch, commander of  Festung 
Budapest, at 3 pm, and to the commander 
of  the Hungarian 1st Army, General Iván 
Hindy, at 6 pm. The German headquarters 
were informed at 7.45 pm, and to make sure 
they did not get a prohibitive command, their 
radios were put out of  order. 

The breakout was started by a Ukrainian‑
speaking unit dressed in Soviet uniforms at 
8 pm, which opened up the front by using 
the return passwords of  infiltrating Soviet 
reconnaissance patrols. The vanguard quickly 

broke through the perimeter, and some 
forces got as far as the Buda Hills. On the 
12th, however, the Soviet forces launched a 
counter‑attack and on the 13th they restored 
the front where it had been on the 11th. Of  
the 20,000 troops in the breakout, more than 
10,000 reached the Buda Hills, although 
hardly 1000 succeeded in reaching their own 
units. 5000 fell and 2000 were captured on the 
Buda Hills, and several thousand disappeared. 
The remaining significant numbers are not 
adequately accounted for in the archive 
sources. Many ethnic German (sváb) Hun‑ 
garians attached – without choice – to the 8th 
and 22nd SS Cavalry Divisions went home and 
hid, taking all of  the comrades with them that 
they could.

The military operation against Buda‑
pest started on 29 October 1944 and lasted 
for 108 days, of  which 52 days involved the 
siege of  the capital. The cauldron battle was 
settled right at the end of  the year when Hitler 

prohibited a breakout, of  which there was still 
some chance of  success. Everything came to 
an end on 11 February. The remaining pockets 
of  resistance were mopped up by the 13th, 
marking the end of  the Battle of  Budapest. In 
January, IV SS Panzer Corps tried three times 
to relieve Budapest, without success.

The siege and the Soviet halt were partly 
responsible for enabling the German military 
command to bring the 6th Panzer Army to Hun‑ 
gary from the Ardennes. The 2nd and 3rd Uk‑ 
rainian Fronts stood further west than any 
other Soviet force in December 1944, but were 
fighting in the same place in March 1945, while 
the grouping which went on to the offensive 
on the German–Polish Plain on 12  Janu‑ 
ary was preparing for the siege of  Berlin. 

In the fifth phase of  operations in Hun‑
gary, I SS Panzer Corps of  the German 6th 

Panzer Army launched an offensive between 
the Vág and the Garam on 17 February 
1945. The offensive launched on 6 March by 

Soviet attack aircraft flying 
over a suburb of  Budapest 
in early 1945
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this entire army, together with the German 
6th Army and the Hungarian 3rd Army, to 
recapture Transdanubia, joined in South‑
West Transdanubia by the German 2nd Panzer 
Army and along the Dráva by Army Group F 
fighting in Croatia, failed to attain its objective.

The sixth phase started on 16 March 1945 
with the Vienna‑Brno operation of  the 2nd 
and 3rd Ukrainian Fronts. The battle raged 
for several days in the heart of  Transdanubia, 
and the Soviet army started pursuit. The con‑ 
tinuous front, after the capture of  Magyarbüks 
(Magyarbükkös) behind the Imperial De‑ 
fensive Position on 11 April, left the territory 
of  Hungary on the 12th.

The Hungarian forces which fought to the 
end of  the war were pushed out or relocated 
to Austrian, Bavarian and Czech areas  of  the 
Reich. There were Hungarian soldiers at  517 
different places. On 26 April 1945, Gen. Ká‑ 
roly Beregfy ordered all military organisations 
to lay down their arms to the Western Allies.

I n the Great War there were more than three 
and a half  million soldiers in the armed 

forces, out of  a population – in the historical 
territory of  Hungary – of  nearly 20 million. Of  
these, 660,000 were killed and 800,000 wounded 
to such an extent as to put them out of  the 
war. In terms of  human loss as a proportion of  
population, the Austro‑Hungarian Monarchy, 
including Hungary, was in fourth place, with 
6.77%, after Serbia, France and Germany. 

At the price of  gold in 1914, Hungary spent 
7.8 billion dollars on military expenditures in the 
Great War, not including damage caused by the 
fighting. 

In the Second World War, Hungary’s human 
losses relative to its population were 6.49%, fourth 
after Poland, the Soviet Union and the German 
Reich. The total losses from the territory of  the 
state between 1941 and 1944 were 830‑950,000, 
the military losses 340‑360,000, of  which 120‑

Hungary’s losses  
in the 20th century world war

War memorial at Kisgörbő 
(Photo: Péter Szikits)

Soviet infantry fighting  
in built-up areas in Budapest 

Budapest as a bomb site with 
the demolished Danube-bridges, 
viewed from Buda Castle Hill 
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160,000 were killed in action. Air raids and fighting 
on the ground caused 45,000 civilian deaths on 
the Trianon territory of  the country. The total 
number of  civilian victims (without the Jews) was 
80‑100,000. There are no aggregate figures on the 
civilian losses on the re‑annexed territories.

At least 20% of  those taken into Soviet captivity 
were civilians, but in Budapest this may have been 
twice the national average. Some 200,000 people 
were taken on “malenky robot” (“a little job”) to 
the Soviet Union. There were probably 75‑80,000 
Hungarian and German soldiers defending Bu‑ 
dapest, although the Soviet 2nd Ukrainian Front 
reported 188,900 defenders. It became common 
at that time for captured soldiers to be augmented 
with rounded‑up civilians.

The material losses amounted to 22 billion 
pengős (at 1938 purchasing power), more than five 
times the national income, and 40% of  national 
assets, in 1938.

In the Great War of  1914–1918, the Austro‑
Hungarian Monarchy was second only to Russia 
in the number of  troops it lost as prisoners of  
war, some 2‑2.1 million. There are no exact 
figures on the national composition of  Austro‑
Hungarian soldiers. 700‑800,000 of  the prisoners 
of  war were probably from the territory of  
historical Hungary.

In the Second World War of  1939–1945, nearly 
1 million Hungarians from the country’s 1941–
1944 territory were captured, of  which 700,000 
were Hungarian soldiers. 300,000 returned from 
the West by 1947, 400,000 from the Soviet Union 
by 1950, followed by another 15,000 by 1956.  
80‑100,000 died in prison camps, the vast majority 
in the Gulag. Some of  this number were civilians 
sent on “malenky robot”, and in total 150‑200,000 
died in the Soviet Union.

T he ceasefire delegation sent to Moscow 
by Horthy on 18 October 1944 presented 

itself  as a government‑forming body, the 
“Moscow Hungarian Committee”. It was joined 
by General Béla Miklós, former commander of  
the Hungarian 1st Army, who had changed over 
to the Soviet side, and General János Vörös, the 
last Chief  of  the Honvéd General Staff  to be 
appointed by Horthy.

The decision to declare a new statehood for 
Hungary was taken in early December. A list 
of  government members was also drawn up in 
Moscow. The Temporary National Assembly 
convened in Debrecen on 21 December 1944 

declared itself  the sole representative of  the state 
of  Hungary. The Interim National Government, 
appointed on the same day, approached Moscow 
with a request for a ceasefire, and on 28 December 
declared war on Germany, then repealed the anti‑
Jewish laws and decrees and banned organisations 
and parties deemed fascist.

The delegation of  the Foreign Minister, 
János Gyöngyösi, who set off  for Moscow on 
28 December, was presented with the text of  
the ceasefire on 18 January. Signed and made 
effective from the 20th, the ceasefire obliged 
Hungary to declare war on Germany; to disarm 
the German armed forces and security forces on 

Military cemetery  
in the North-Eastern 

Carpathians above Tatarow

A new statehood for Hungary

Consecrating the flag  
of  the Honvéd Border Guard 
in front of  Parliament,  
15 March 1948
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Hungarian territory; to withdraw the military and 
administration behind the 31 December 1937 
borders; to provide movement of  Allied forces 
at Hungarian expense; to free prisoners of  war; 
to repeal certain laws; to return valuables taken 
to Hungary; to pay reparations of  300 million 
dollars at 1938 purchasing power to the Soviet 
Union, Yugoslavia and Czechoslovakia (in the 
ratio 200:70:30); to prohibit German‑leaning 
and fascist political, military and paramilitary 
organisations; and to receive the Allied Control 
Committee.

The ceasefire prescribed Hungary’s partici‑ 
pation in the war against Germany. Organisation 
of  armed forces started on 30 January. The plan 
was to set up five divisions, of  which two actually 
formed. The 1st and 6th Infantry Divisions were 
taken to the Austrian area of  operations, but 
were not involved in combat.

The Paris Peace Treaty of  10 February 1947 
came into effect on 17 September. It was signed 
by representatives of  all the countries who had 
been at war with each other. It consisted of   

8 parts, 42 articles, 6 annexes and 2 appendices. 
The appendices included the Atlantic Charter 
and the above ceasefire. The treaty declared 
the territorial revisions void, and three villages 
awarded to Hungary even in the 1920 Treaty 
of  Trianon were transferred to Czechoslovakia. 
Hungary undertook to protect human rights 
and basic freedoms, to desist from actions based 
on race and reprisals against anti‑fascist activity, 
and not to permit the operation of  fascist and 
revisionist organisations. It could maintain a 
land force and an air force with strengths of  
65,000 and 5000 respectively; it was banned from 
possessing atomic weapons or any self‑propelled 
projectiles or missiles. The treaty required that 
the reparations must be paid within 6 years; 
ordered the return of  Jewish rights and property 
or fair compensation, permitted the Allied and 
Associated Powers to seize, withhold or terminate 
all Hungarian property on their territory; and 
Hungary had to renounce its claims and those 
made by its own citizens.

Vae victis...

1909M Crown Guard 
ceremonial hat  
and uniform

Left: 1876M Crown Guard víbárd. 
The víbárd is a 19th century Hungarian 
neologism for a kind of  cold steel called 
couse or guisard, a variant of  the halberd.  
The body set up to guard the Holy Crown 
had a central protocol function, appearing 
at state and church ceremonies, where the 
Crown Guards were nearly always present 
carrying víbárd.

 
 

The Holy Crown of  Hungary*

“[...] The doctrine of  the Holy Crown certainly 
demands some explanation: some Hungarian 
legal historians – on both substantial and less 
convincing arguments – project on the entire 
history of  Hungary the idea that the Holy 
Crown represents the Hungarian people: 
every Hungarian and all Hungarian lands 
form a part of  it. Whoever has the Crown 

is the legal sovereign of  the kingdom. No 
similar idea is known in modern European 
legal history. In fact, this form of  the doctrine 
of  the Holy Crown was only devised during 
the Horthy period, but has been planted deep 
in the Hungarian consciousness. The doctrine 
states that all Hungarian lands – “the lands of  
the Holy Crown” – are part of  the Crown, 

and thus of  the thousand‑year Hungarian 
statehood: this is clear and obvious, but an 
understandable anti‑Trianon argument. It also 
means that anyone born Hungarian is always 
Hungarian and cannot break from the body 
of  the nation. In 1977, however, several of  
those who disputed the American decision 
were actually American citizens. The Hor‑
thy system drove this political‑legal notion 
into people’s consciousness: Hungary was a 
kingdom without a king, and every Hungarian 
court handed down its judgements in the name 
of  the Holy Crown. This formed indisputable 
grounds for a vehement protest, supported 
by the majority of  politically active American 
Hungarians, against the US government’s 
proposal to hand the Holy Crown over to 
a regime which depended on Moscow and 
which had come to power not through free 
elections but by the Soviet‑assisted extinction 
of  a freely‑elected system (1947–1948), and 
had suppressed Hungarian people’s struggle 
for freedom in 1956, again with the help of  
Soviet tanks. It did not, however, excuse the 
slanders, invective and threats which also 
arose, but will not be further discussed here.

The American inventory incorrectly 
listed the Holy Crown as “the Crown of  St. 
Stephen”. It has been firmly established by 
several art historians that the Crown cannot be 
the same as the one which Pope Sylvester II is 
said to have granted to the first King of  Hun‑
gary. In particular, some parts of  the crown 
are clearly of  Byzantine origin and were al‑
most certainly made in the 1070s, i.e. after the 
death of  St Stephen, although the upper part, 
the “Latin Crown”, may have been made of  
objects associated with Stephen. Of  the five 
coronation insignia, probably only the cloak 
dates from the time of  St Stephen, it having 
been made upon Queen Gisella’s order.

It is interesting that the 1945–1978 period 
was not the first time the New World came 
into contact with the Holy Crown. There was 
once a plan to spirit the Holy Crown overseas 
in order to save it from the Austrians; and then 
in the nineteen‑twenties, it was the subject of  
enquiries by an American financial expert, 
causing some head‑scratching for the Regent, 
Miklós Horthy. The first of  these stories was 
reconstructed by the Hungarian‑born Ame‑ 
rican diplomat and amateur historian An‑

Italian historian G. FERRERO (1871–1942):

Hungary is a thousand‑year state, a historical and geographical unit, welded together by 
the centuries and held together by internal attractions which neither weapon nor pen can 

divide from one day to the next.
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Vae victis...

1909M Crown Guard 
ceremonial hat  
and uniform

Left: 1876M Crown Guard víbárd. 
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examination of  metalware. In 1938, István 
Petrás took a series of  excellent photographs 
of  the Holy Crown and the other regalia, 
which were used by the Hungarian experts 
sent to America in December 1977 to identify 
the crown jewels. The Crown could not even 
be photographed at any other time during the 
Horthy era. The jealously‑guarded insignia 
were supervised by the Crown Guard. The 
two national Guardians of  the Crown (one 
Catholic, one Protestant) and the Crown 
Guards kept watch over the regalia in the 
north wing of  the Royal Palace in a purpose‑
built armoured room. It was here that Jeremiah 
Smith was admitted with the consent of  the 
Ministerial Council and the two Guardians of  
the Crown. Between the wars, the comman‑ 
der of  the Crown Guard was a colonel, the  
deputy commander a  lieutenant colonel, the 
company sergeant a master‑sergeant, and the  
24 guards were non-commissioned officers. 
Act XXV of  1928 specified the rights and ob- 
ligations of  persons connected with the Holy 
Crown. The Crown Guards also swore an 
oath to defend the regalia. The text of  the 
oath, dating from 1715, was “…I will to the 
best of  my abilities… carefully and faithfully 
keep and guard the Holy Crown of  Hunga‑
ry and the other royal and national jewels…, 
I will admonish the soldiers assigned to guard 
it to guard loyally and with due care, and I will 
keep them under proper discipline for the 
purpose of  guarding it; and I shall not by any 
artifice, deceit or intrigue or through any way 
or means take them from the country and the 
legally crowned king, so help me God and the 
Blessed Virgin Mary and all the saints.” 

When the Second World War broke out, the 
two National Guardians of  the Crown were 
Baron Zsigmond Perényi and Count Tibor 
Teleki; the commander of  the Crown Guard 
was Vitéz László Máriássy, and his second‑in‑
command Vitéz Ernő Pajtás. [...]”

On the night of  5 January 1978, American 
and Hungarian experts and diplomatic staff  
gathered in the Parliament building in Buda‑
pest and signed the official memorandum of  
transfer of  the crown jewels. In March 1945, 
as Ferenc Szálasi was preparing to flee from 
the Russians, he commanded Colonel Ernő 
Pajtás, the last commander of  the Crown 

Guard, to take the Hungarian crown jewels to 
Germany. After many adventures worthy of  
a Hollywood action film, Pajtás handed them 
over to a duty officer of  the US 7th Army. 
This was the start of  the Holy Crown’s nearly 
33‑year adventure with the Americans. The 
government of  the United States decided in 
1947 not to return the regalia to the Hungarian 
government, and in 1953 had them trans‑ 
ported to the US under the greatest secrecy. 
During the Cold War, the fate of  the crown 
jewels became one of  the key unsettled issues 
of  bilateral American–Hungarian relations. 
The American government made the return 
of  the regalia conditional on Hungarian–
American relations, while the Hungarian side 
stated several times that the crown jewels were 
the property of  the Hungarian people and 
could not form the basis of  any negotiation. 
Owing to the 1956 Revolution and the Viet‑
nam War, bilateral relations only normalised 
in the course of  the general thaw of  the 
nineteen seventies, by which time there was a 
tangible rapprochement. In November 1976, 
when Jimmy Carter was elected US President, 
only two issues remained unsettled: the return 
of  the crown jewels and the mutual granting 
of  Most Favoured Nation status. These were 
brought to a conclusion at the turn of  1977 
and 1978, and the Holy Crown, the sceptre, 
the orb, the sword and the robe made their 
return to Budapest.

*Excerpt from Tibor Glant: A Szent Korona amerikai  
kalandja 1945–1978 (The American adventure of  the  

Holy Crown 1945–1978, Kossuth Egyetemi Kiadó,  
Budapest, 1997) 

dor Sziklay during his governmental ser‑ 
vice, and the second was related by Pál Sági 
in the October 1973 issues of  Magyar Híradó 
(Hungarian Newsletter) and Amerikai Magyar 
Világ (World of  American Hungarians).

During Kossuth’s American tour of  1851–
1852, a young New York painter and journalist, 
William James Stillman, approached him to 
offer his services. Kossuth entrusted him with 
a very special mission: Stillman was to take the 
Holy Crown to America. During their flight in 
late summer 1849, Kossuth and Szemere had 
the case containing the crown jewels and robe 
buried at Orsova, and the Austrians did not 
find them until 1853. Kossuth reasoned that if  
Francis Joseph did not take possession of  the 
Crown, he could not be crowned and would be 
a mere usurper in Hungary. Stillman travelled 
to Hungary, but failed to make contact with 
Kossuth’s followers in the country. He aban‑ 
doned his mission and left Pest. Thirty years 
later, Kossuth no longer remembered, or no 
longer wanted to remember, the story…

The other story related to the Holy Crown 
was related by Pál Sági: “In the early 1920s, 
inflation was spiralling out of  control in Hun‑
gary. A foreign loan had to be found. The 
League of  Nations helped in the arranging 
of  a loan of  250 million crowns. Under the 
loan terms, Hungary came under the financial 

supervision of  the League, which appointed 
the American lawyer, banker and financial 
expert Jeremiah Smith to be Hungary’s finan- 
cial commissioner. He set up his headquarters 
in the Buda Castle district. With his help, the 
government managed to balance the budget. 
When he had finished his work, Horthy asked 
him what he might do for him, what souvenir 
would he most like to take home from Hun‑
gary. To Miklós Horthy’s great surprise, he 
answered: he would like to look at the Holy 
Crown. This was not a simple matter. The 
Crown was not considered a sight to be put on 
show. Horthy ultimately convened the Crown 
Council and put the matter before them.” 
In the end, Smith was allowed to inspect the 
Holy Crown.

We might ask why Smith’s request caused 
such a flurry. The answer is simple: until 1978 
the Holy Crown – as Sági mentions – was 
not an everyday sight, and was only once put 
on public display until then during the 20th 
century, at the St Stephen’s Day celebrations 
in 1938. The Crown was subjected to its first 
serious academic examination only right at 
the end of  the 19th century, by an academic 
committee under Arnold Ipolyi. The next 
team of  researchers given the opportunity, 
in 1938, were not allowed to touch the 
Crown, a somewhat severe restriction for the 

The Holy Crown and members of  the 
Crown Guard (Gyula Lux collection)
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T he events in Poland in 1956 undoubtedly 
took effect on the situation in Hungary, 

and in several respects. News of  the Poznań 
events and subsequent reprisals, and the events 
of  the second half  of  October, spread through 
Hungary. In addition, what the Soviet leadership 
had learned in “solving the Polish crisis” affected 
the political plans for “settling the Hungary 
question.” Having placed the Soviet forces on 
combat alert on 19 October and at the same time 
issued instructions to the Hungarian People’s 
Army connected with deployment of  Soviet 
units, they were in a good position to deal with 
unexpected events in Hungary.

Khrushchev had indicated several times 
before 1956 that the Soviet Union was prepared 
to employ any means that might be necessary in 
Hungary’s case. It was in direct response to the 
Polish workers’ protests in Poznań on 28 June 
1956 that instructions – in serious contravention 
of  international treaties at that time – were issued 
to Lt General P. N. Lashchenko, commander 
of  the Special Corps stationed in Hungary, to 
prepare a plan for the deployment of  Soviet 
troops “to maintain, protect, and if  necessary 
restore, the Socialist social order.”

   The plan, codenamed Volna (Wave), assigned 
protection of  the major installations in Budapest 
to the 2nd Mechanised Guard Division, while the 
main forces of  the 17th Mechanised Division 
would seal off  the Austrian border. This plan for 
the use of  Soviet forces for security operations 
is clear evidence that unlimited use of  force was 
the means preferred by the top Soviet political 
leadership for dealing with a political crisis in 
Hungary. Some Hungarian political leaders also 
knew that Soviet military forces could be used 
for security purposes in the country if  necessary.  

On 16 October, an initiative modelled on the 
youth of  March 1848 started out in Szeged, under 

the slogan, What does the Hungarian Nation 
wish? Foreign policy demands included a review 
of  Soviet–Hungarian foreign trade treaties on 
an equal basis and the withdrawal of  all Soviet 
forces under the terms of  the peace treaty. The 
students also demanded a new national coat of  
arms and military uniforms.

Organisation of  the demonstration continued 
on 23 October, in line with the students’ decisions 
of  the previous day. The Minister of  the Interior 
banned the march and threatened to prevent the 
demonstration by armed force if  necessary. The 
Party and the government were playing with 
fire. At a meeting of  the Political Committee of  
the Hungarian Working People’s Party (MDP), 
György Marosán and József  Révai openly 
declared, “If  necessary, we’ll have them shot!” 
The Interior Minister’s ban, far from deterring 
the students, actually hardened their resolve. 
The demonstration broke down the barrier of  
fear. The reformist slogans became increasingly 
bold. “Rákosi into the Danube, Imre Nagy into 
government!” “If  you’re Hungarian, come with 
us!” “Russians go home!” were the chants heard 
from the crowd, now numbering two hundred 
thousand, in front of  Parliament. Thousands 
also assembled at other points in Budapest.

Demanded back into the leadership by the 
masses, Imre Nagy called on the Hungarian 
youth now demonstrating for socialist 
democracy to support order and discipline. 
Events followed quickly on one another. At 
about the same time as Imre Nagy’s speech, the 

The crowd of  protesters marching from Margit bridge to Bem Square on 23 October

French politician VAUTIER wrote in the 
early 20th century:

Hungary has a magnificent past,  
but the future promises it an even more 

glorious destiny.
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demonstrators pulled down the Stalin statue, and 
the forces – mainly “state protection” political 
police (ÁVH) – defending the Radio building 
opened fire on the still-unarmed demonstrators. 
After a conversation between Ernő Gerő and 
Khrushchev, the main Soviet forces based in 
Hungary started out towards Budapest.

After shots were fired at the Radio building 
in Budapest, with several fatalities, some civilians 
started to seek weapons from barracks in 
and around Budapest and from police station 
arsenals. Some large Budapest factories also had 
stores of  firearms and ammunition, which were 
also seized and handed out. A t about 11 pm Moscow time (9 pm in 

Budapest) on 23 October, according to 
the minutes of  the Soviet Politburo, Zhukov 
informed the meeting that a demonstration of  
“a hundred thousand” in Budapest had “set 
fire to the Radio,” and in Debrecen the “county 
Party committee and the Interior Ministry’s 
county headquarters have been occupied.”  
A majority of  Politburo members considered 
this sufficient reason to support Khrushchev’s 
recommendation that “forces must be sent into 
Budapest.” To implement its proposals and 
decisions, the Soviet leadership decided to send 
Mikoyan and Suslov from the Politburo, General 
Malinin, First Deputy Commander of  the Soviet 
armed forces and Ivan F. Serov, Director of  
the KGB, to Hungary. Before taking the final 
decision, Khrushchev called into the Kremlin 
Mátyás Rákosi, who was in Moscow at the time, 
who considered that the Soviet forces should 
intervene immediately. 

It is important to note that, whether the 
Hungarian political leadership requested the 
deployment of  the Soviet troops on 23 October 
or merely acknowledged the fact, the majority of  
them agreed with it. They accepted the “advice” 
of  the Soviet leaders on how to handle the crisis, 
and regarded the implementation of  that advice 
as binding on themselves. It has been definitely 
established that the Hungarian leadership did 
not diverge in any substantial particular from the 
constraints set by the Soviet leaders, constraints 
which were modified several times between  
23 and 28 October as events unfolded. Until  
31 October, the Soviet government regarded 
the Party leadership under János Kádár, and the  
state leadership (which formally did not exist) 
under Imre Nagy, as capable of  handling the 
crisis in a way satisfactory to Soviet interests. 

Decision to deploy the Soviet forces

Remains of  the demolished 
Stalin-statue

Crowd cheering Imre Nagy 
marching to Parliament from 

Bem Square on the evening  
of  23 October
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O n 23 October, in line with a decision 
taken by the Soviet Politburo, the 

Armed Forces Ministry put the two armoured 
divisions of  the Soviet Special Corps stationed 
in Hungary on alert – one hour before the 
political decision was taken –, and ordered the 
Corps to move its main forces into Budapest, 
occupy the main points of  the city and restore 
order. The Corps leadership was also assigned 
the task of  using some of  its strength to cover 
itself  and its activities from any interference 
coming from the direction of  the Austro-
Hungarian border.

The situation became clear to the Soviet 
military leadership around midday on the 24th. 
They ascertained that many of  the major points 
were in the hands of  the armed groups, the 
police forces were disorganised and passive, 
the Hungarian units had not received definite 
commands to continue active combat, and 
many soldiers and some organised subunits had 
changed over to the insurgent side. The total 
number of  armed insurgents in Budapest was 
estimated at around 2000, the most active – 
according to their own testimony – being in the 
8th and 9th districts.

The Soviet forces in Budapest on 24 October 
had a total strength of  less than a division. 
The 6000 Soviet troops, 290 tanks, about 
120 armoured personnel carriers and 156 guns 
proved insufficient. 159 fighter planes and 

122 bombers were awaiting the order to deploy. 
In this period of  Soviet military operations, 
the fighters covered the marching columns 
and the aircraft of  the 177th bomber guard div- 
ision carried out 84 show-of-strength and 

The order of  Soviet forces into Budapest

Soviet armoured vehicle with Hungarian 
tricolours outside Hotel Astoria

Tanks blocking the Pest bridgehead  
of  Margit Bridge
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Budapest, 25 October. Soviet tanks 
and peaceful protesters in front  

of  Parliament in Kossuth Square

reconnaissance sorties above Budapest and other 
cities.

On the night of  23-24 October, the 33rd 

Mechanised Guard Division stationed in 
Timişoara and the 128th Infantry and 39th 
Mechanised Guard Divisions in the Carpathian 
Military Zone (also in Romania) were ordered to 
Hungary. On October 24 between 00:15 and 7:00 
hours, the forces crossed the border unimpeded 
and assembled in the zone assigned to them. 
According to Soviet sources, the five divisions 
put on alert and deployed to “restore order” 
consisted of  31,500 troops, 1130 tanks and self-
propelled guns, 616 artillery pieces and rocket 
launchers, 185 anti-aircraft guns, 380 armoured 
transport vehicles and 3830 other vehicles.

In the early hours of  24 October, the armoured 
vehicles and T–34 tanks of  the Soviet Special 
Corps appeared on the streets of  Budapest and 
started “deterrent” – in fact suicidal – patrols 
along the main transport routes and intersections 
of  the city.

The tanks and armoured vehicles were sent 
in repeatedly with disregard for the most basic 
tactical rules of  street-to-street fighting, and 
without reconnaissance or infantry support – 
i.e. without hope of  victory. The open-topped 
armoured personnel carriers, without even 
minimal defences, were sent along narrow streets 
lined by high buildings which provided the ideal 
combat terrain for the insurgents, with good 
manoeuvrability and cover.

T he rebels who actually went into combat 
against the Hungarian and Soviet troops 

in Budapest in the period from 23 to 29 Oc- 
tober numbered a few thousand. They kept 
solid control of  some major intersections and 
installations and were present nearly everywhere 
in the city, attacking Soviet and Hungarian 
armoured vehicles as they moved from place to 
place, and causing them serious losses. Most of  
the armed rebels were young workers, a minority 
were students, and there were quite a large 
number of  teenagers. They took up combat 
with the Soviet tanks using primitive weapons 
– small arms and bottles filled with petrol.  
A crucial factor in their accomplishments was 
the dependable and practical support of  local 
inhabitants.

In Buda, the Széna Square group held that 
square as well as Moszkva (Moscow) Square 
and its vicinity until the temporary and partial 
ceasefire on 27 October, but it carried out 

operations from the Buda side of  Margit Bridge 
right up to Batthány Square, and along the main 
road Szilágyi Erzsébet Avenue as far as Szép Ilona 
garage. In the 8th and 9th districts of  Pest, the core 
of  groups largely composed of  young workers 
and students formed in the Corvin Cinema 
and fought for various periods in the Corvin 
Passage area and in the buildings facing Ferenc 
Boulevard, József  Boulevard and Üllői Road, all 
important transport routes for the Hungarian 
and Soviet forces. There were rebel groups set 
up by local residents, such as the Práter Street 
group. Most of  the rebel groups were joined by 
large numbers of  primary and secondary school 
students and industrial apprentices.

The most active fighters were young students 
and the ‘lads’. Many soldiers who had deserted 
their units also joined the Corvin Passage bands. 
Medical students, practising in their chosen 
profession, stayed with the armed groups, and 
the National Guard units formed out of  these, 

Formation of  rebel/freedom-fighter groups  
and their operations in Budapest

Members of  the Széna Square group  
in the court of  the Rákosi villa
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until hostilities ceased, i.e. until 28-29 October 
and subsequently until 8-9 November. Those 
who left were replaced by increasingly younger 
volunteers, and that was true in both periods. 

Contacts within the armed groups were very 
loose in the 23–28 October period, as might be 
expected given the nature of  the events. Those 
who took up the struggle against the authorities 
joined by their own individual decision and 
were free to decide when and under what 
circumstances they would leave the fight. When 
the groups became scattered during the fighting, 
some members returned to their base to carry on 
the resistance with their old and new comrades-
in-arms. Others joined one of  the groups where 
they happened to be, but there were also many 
who gave up the fight for good. 

The constant fighting, the fear of  being 
caught, the resulting lack of  trust, the constantly 
changing numbers and leaders, the alternating 
periods of  break-up and reorganisation com- 
bined to prevent the groups joining into a unified 
organisation before 28-29 October, the victory 
of  the Revolution.

Rebel/freedom fighter groups were mainly 
concentrated in Budapest, although there were 
anti-government armed forces which controlled 
isolated parts of  the country. The most active 
groups outside the capital were in Bács-Kiskun, 
Győr-Sopron, Heves, Komárom, Nógrád, So- 
mogy, Pest and Veszprém Counties.

“Crisis management” options considered  
by the Soviet and Hungarian  

political leadership

Hurrying to Budapest from Moscow, Mikoyan 
and Suslov heard reports from the Soviet Special 
Corps staff  commanding the troops deployed 
in Budapest and from the Military Committee 
of  the Hungarian Ministry of  Defence. They 
concluded that the “anti-government rebellion” 
could be cleared up within 24 hours. Listeners to 
Kossuth Radio were informed at 6:23 am the next 
day, 25 October, that “at the command of  the 
Ministerial Council… the counter-revolutionary 
coup attempt was subdued in the early hours 
of  25 October”. The “counter-revolutionary 

Members of  the Corvinist group of  Vajdahunyad Street.  
The numbering was later used for identification purposes during the reprisals.

Members of  the Práter Street Bosnyák squad at the school on Práter Street 

Immobilized Soviet T–34/85 main 
battle tank (on the left) and ISU-
152, 152mm heavy assault gun
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forces” had been dispersed, and “only some 
minor armed groups and isolated snipers were 
still in action.”

None of  this, of  course, was true, and in a 
move that betrays the cynicism of  the political 
leadership, the “government” – despite the 
uncertainty surrounding every aspect of  the si- 
tuation – issued a call for transport to restart 
and for the workers of  offices, institutions 
and factories to resume their work. The direct 
consequence of  their criminal irresponsibility 
was the fatal shooting in Kossuth Square, in 
front of  the Parliament building. The massacre 
which ensued when Soviet soldiers opened fire 
on the unarmed crowd was directly triggered by 
shots fired by officers of  the Hungarian state 
protection police (ÁVH).

The Soviet and Hungarian political and 
military leaders were not prepared for resistance 

of  such force and resolution. For a long time 
they could not understand why the “tactics” 
which Soviet troops had employed with such 
success in Berlin should have come to grief  
in Budapest. Repeated attempts by the Soviet 
and Hungarian military leadership to combine 
Hungarian infantry forces with Soviet tanks 
and mechanised units in Budapest all ended in 
failure.

Faced with the inadequacy of  the forces 
sent to Budapest on 24 October, and having 
insufficient reserves in Hungary, the Soviet 
political and military leaders decided to 
send several further divisions to Hungary 
for subsequent operations. After the initial 
confusion, they built up an increasingly precise 
picture of  the rebel forces. They inferred 
from this that a concentrated attack on the 
positions of  the principal armed groups could 

force a turning point in the hostilities. The key 
condition for putting down the uprising was 
to break the resistance of  the rebel forces in 
Corvin Passage and its vicinity, which included 
the Kilián Barracks.

Preparations for the attack started in the 
Ministry of  Defence between 7 and 8 pm on the 
27th, when the operation – with the agreement 
of  Soviet and Hungarian military leaders – was 
entrusted to the commander of  the Soviet 
division based in Dimitrov Square. That di- 
vision would provide the tanks and armoured 
personnel carriers for the attack. The 128th 
Infantry Guard Division, which was operating 
mostly in Buda, was also to be involved. The 
Hungarian general staff  undertook to place a 
300-350-strong unit under the command of  the 
division as infantry support.

At dawn on 28 October, at the time planned 
for the launch of  the attack, General Obaturov 
sent three T–34 tanks along Üllői Road towards 
the Boulevard to reconnoitre the Corvin Passage 
area. When these vehicles did not return an hour 
and a half  later, three T–54s were sent after 
them. An hour later, one of  the T–54s returned 
intact, the other damaged. The commanders of  
the Soviet tank reported that the T–34s were 
burning in front the Corvin Cinema, and the 
rebels had knocked out one of  the T–54s too. 
After the first major losses, the Soviet forces 
postponed the attack for an indefinite time.

The rebels continued to cause major losses to 
the Soviet forces, looted Soviet tanks, artillery 
pieces and other military equipment, and 
disarmed Soviet soldiers operating individually 
and in small groups.

One of  the bases of  the 
insurgents/freedom fighters in 

Széna Square, Budapest

Immobilized 1938M 122mm 
howitzer with burned-down tyres 
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Budapest, 28 October. 
Revolution Victorious!  
Boy reading a newspaper  
in Budapest

T he effective fighting by the rebels, the 
unfitness of  the Hungarian forces, and 

the failure of  the Soviet forces all boosted 
the position of  those Hungarian leaders who 
favoured political means for resolution of  the 
crisis. For the first time, Imre Nagy declared 
the developments of  the previous days a 
national democratic movement. He said: “To 
prevent further bloodshed and enable peace to 
be established, the Government has ordered a 
general and immediate ceasefire. It has ordered 
the armed forces to open fire only if  attacked. It 
also calls on all those people who have taken up 
arms to refrain from any act of  hostility and to 
immediately surrender their weapons.

Law and order will be restored by a new 
security force which will immediately be 
assembled from army and police units and armed 
squads of  workers and young people.

The Hungarian government has agreed with 
the Soviet government that Soviet troops will 
immediately start withdrawing from Budapest 
and will completely evacuate the city when the 
new security force is formed. The Hungarian 
government is entering negotiations on relations 
between the People’s Republic of  Hungary 
and the Soviet Union, and one of  the items on 
the agenda is the withdrawal of  Soviet military 
forces stationed in Hungary… After order has 
been restored, a new, unified state police force 
will be set up, and the State Protection Authority 
[ÁVH, the political police] will be abolished. No 
harm will come to anybody who took part in the 
armed conflict…”

The Revolution had triumphed. On 28 Oc- 
tober, the political leadership ordered an amnesty, 
declared the restoration of  the old national 
symbol, the “Kossuth coat of  arms”, announced 

Budapest, 29 October. Armed 
insurgents observing József  

Boulevard from Corvin Passage

The direct political reasons  
for the victory of  the Revolution
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Boulevard from Corvin Passage

The direct political reasons  
for the victory of  the Revolution
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◄◄  
Budapest, 31 October. 
Withdrawal of  Soviet troops 

15 March as a national holiday, ordered a general 
increase in salaries and wage rates, and ended 
forcible entry into agricultural collectives.

This took the Revolution into a new phase. 
Under the Hungarian government’s declaration 
of  28 October, the Soviet military leadership also 
ordered a ceasefire. In the view of  the commander 
of  the Special Corps, Lt.-Gen. Lashchenko, 
the withdrawal of  the Soviet troops had to be 

ordered in any case owing to the “inertia and 
passivity of  the troops.” The Soviet withdrawal 
was planned to start at 6 pm on 30 October, 
but full withdrawal was only completed around 
midday on the 31st. The staff  of  the Special Corps 
moved to the military airfield at Tököl, where a 
Soviet air squadron was based. The Soviet forces 
regrouped in their concentration area, 15-20 km 
from the boundaries of  Budapest.

 
National Guard involving revolutionary groups

F or the majority of  the Hungarian public, 
the most important demands were 

immediate withdrawal of  Soviet forces (a 
deadline of  31 December 1956 was talked of  
in some quarters); immediate abolition of  state 
security organisations and commencement of  a 
judicial investigation of  state security officials; 
revolutionary control of  Hungarian police 
and military organisations; and the setting up 
of  a National Guard which would incorporate 
freedom-fighter groups and be the prime gua- 
rantee of  implementing the other aims.

On 30 October, representatives from the 
police, the defence forces and some of  the rebel 
groups met in the building of  the Budapest 
Police Headquarters. They agreed that the most 
urgent tasks were to organise a revolutionary 
force with a different composition than its 
predecessors, and to set up a new central body 

that would coordinate the organisation of  the 
National Guard and the law enforcement and 
the security and protective activities of  the police 
and the armed forces.

Major-General Béla Király was sent for to 
coordinate the organisation of  the new force. 
Upon his arrival, he actively took up the work 
of  forming the body which would coordinate 
and direct the activities of  all forces involved 
in security duties. Király set as among the top 
priorities of  the “operative committee” the 
replacement of  “Soviet guards” in the city with 
Hungarian soldiers, setting up “joint guard” units 
– presumably comprising soldiers, policemen 
and National Guardists – to cover the peaceful 
withdrawal of  Soviet forces.

Under the leadership of  Maj.-Gen. Béla Király, 
a draft declaration was drawn up and taken to 
Parliament for approval by delegates. In direct 

Prophecy of  St PIO, born FRANCESCO FORGIONE (1887–1968),  
Italian Capuchin friar:

Hungary is a cage out of  which one day a beautiful bird will fly. Much suffering awaits them, but 
they will have glory unmatched in Europe. I envy the Hungarians, because owing to them great 

happiness will issue forth to humanity. Few nations have such a powerful guardian angel  
as the Hungarians, and indeed it would be proper for them to plead more strongly  

for the efficacious protection of  their country.
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National guards and soldiers on a 
T-54 tank captured from the Soviets

National guards in the first days of  
November, near Kilián Barracks

contradiction with the plans and actions prior to 
30 October, the rebel groups were to become the 
main force of  the National Guard. In terms of  
numbers and organisation, an equally important 
part of  the National Guard was to comprise units 
in universities, workplaces, counties, cities, wards 
and villages, made up of  students, intellectuals 
and manual workers who had not taken part 
in the insurgency but wanted to do something 
in support of  the 28 October government 
programme, the restoration of  public order, 
the defence of  revolutionary advances, and the 
resumption of  work. 

Béla Király then served as head of  the 
Revolutionary Security Committee, later Com- 
mander-in-Chief  of  the National Guard 
(appointed by Parliament), and also as military 
commander of  Budapest and Chairman of  
the Revolutionary Defence Commission. He 
oversaw the organisation and command of  the 
new security force and coordinated all of  the 
organisations involved in security operations. 
The rebels, having fought against the Soviet 

and Hungarian forces until the victory of  the 
Revolution, now formed up into National Guard 
units and made extraordinary efforts to defend 
what the Revolution had achieved. These were 
the units which put up the most determined 
resistance against the Soviet forces after 
4 November.

Outside Budapest, and principally in the 
villages, the task of  the National Guard was to 
provide security of  life and property – to prevent 
the assets of  those agricultural cooperatives 
which were announcing their dissolution 
from being carried off  before the liquidation 
procedure, to stop “free robbery”, the settling 
of  personal scores, and arbitrary action. They 
inspected local traffic, goods transport and 
checked unknown persons and disarmed armed 
groups not belonging to the National Guard and 
escorted them to headquarters, and imposed 
curfews where they were ordered.

To prepare for the mounting threat of  a Soviet 
invasion, emergency and defence plans were 
drawn up in larger towns and especially in military 

bases, rehearsal exercises were 
held, and defensive engineering 
work was started.

This process was halted by the 
Soviet attack of  4 November. 
Most of  the National Guard 
units disbanded on 4 November 
or the following days, although 
some new groupings appeared 
at the prompting of  the Soviet 
invasion. Several units took up the 
struggle against the Soviet forces 
independently or in cooperation 
with defence forces and police in 
the locality, and successfully kept 
up their resistance for a while.

T he Revolution was crucially affected by a 
change in the international constellation 

at the end of  October and first few days of  
November. Unlike the Soviet Union, the Western 
powers had been caught completely unaware 
and unprepared by news of  the Hungarian 
Revolution. For US government circles, who 
were absorbed with the election campaign, the 
question was how the Hungarian Revolution 
would affect international politics and the status 
of  the Soviet Union. In a speech in Dallas on 27 
October 1956, John Foster Dulles clearly stated 
that the United States did not regard either Poland 
or Hungary as potential allies and would not look 
favourably on a government with a Soviet border 
which was hostile or not sufficiently friendly to 
the Soviet Union. This view was acknowledged 
by the Soviet leadership two days later as the 
“position agreed at the highest level”. During 

these days, the other two Western powers, Britain 
and France, were preoccupied by the Suez Crisis, 
the preparations for the attack on Egypt on 
29  October, and then the war itself. 

On 30 October, hopes of  victory for the 
Revolution were further fired by the Soviet 
government’s statement that it intended to put 
its relations with the other socialist countries 
on a new footing. We know now that the first 
scarred progeny of  the “new relationship” was 
the collective death sentence passed on the 
Hungarian Revolution. On 31 October, the 
Soviet leadership started talks with the countries 
of  the “Socialist Bloc” about preparations for a 
new Soviet military invasion.

On 1 November late in the evening, János 
Kádár left Parliament with Ferenc Münnich 
during a meeting between Party leaders and the 
Chinese Ambassador. At the request of  Münnich 

 
 
 
 
 

Decision on the second intervention
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Martyrs of  the Revolution. Imre 
Nagy (with glasses) and his 
associates on show trial  
(Pál Maléter’s figure standing out  
in the background)

and Andropov, Kádár accompanied Münnich to 
the Soviet Embassy, where they got into a Soviet 
armoured personnel carrier and continued their 
journey to Tököl military airfield. From there, 
a military aircraft took them to Moscow, where 
they started to assemble a counterrevolutionary 
government.

On the afternoon of  1 November, the cabinet 
in Budapest reacted to news of  the latest Soviet 
mobilisation by terminating the Warsaw Pact and 
announcing Hungary’s neutrality. The National 
Government approached the United Nations 
and asked for the assistance of  the four Great 
Powers to defend the country’s neutrality.

The Special Corps, in their concentration 
area, had repaired their combat equipment and 
weapons, manned up their subunits and built up 
ammunition, fuel and food. 

On 2 November, Marshall Konyev, Com- 
mander-in-Chief  of  the troops under Warsaw 
Pact command, arrived in Hungary and told the 
commanders of  the armies and the Corps that 
the top political leadership of  the Warsaw Pact 
countries had decided on the “military assistance” 
to be provided to Hungary. Konyev gave the 
Special Corps the task of  dispersing the armed 
resistance forces in Budapest and disarming 
units of  the Hungarian People’s Army. Similar 
duties were assigned to the 38th Combined Field 
Army in Transdanubia, and the 8th Mechanised 
Army in the east of  the country. The forces had 
to be ready for the operation by the evening of  
3 November, and operation Vihr (“Whirlwind”) 
would be launched by the code word Grom-444 
(“Thunder-444).

On 2 November, to mislead the Hungarian 
government, the Soviet political and military 
leadership proposed that talks should begin 
with Hungarian government delegates on the 
withdrawal of  Soviet forces. The “decoy” and 
distracting Soviet–Hungarian talks started at 

midday on 3 November, where Gen. Malinin 
outlined the position of  the Soviet government. 
This was that the Soviet government recognised 
the need to withdraw its forces, and wanted this 
committee to discuss the technicalities of  the 
withdrawal. Malinin proposed that the process 
should begin on 12 November and be completed 
by 31 January 1957. After setting out these 
conditions, Malinin stated that the venue for the 
next meeting would by the Soviet airbase at Tököl, 
where the Hungarian government delegation 
would be awaited at 22:00 hours local time.

That evening, the delegates, the military experts 
and their escorts set out for Tököl. The guard at 
the gate of  the Soviet military base directed the 
convoy of  cars and one radio car to the building 
designated as the venue for the meeting. The 
delegates were ushered into a room. The Soviet 
negotiating delegation was led in by Malinin, and 
sat down without greeting. The Hungarians took 
their places with their backs to the door.

Just as Pál Maléter started to outline the 
position of  the Hungarian government, Malinin 
interrupted and apologised that he had not been 
able to contact his government yet. Before he 
had even finished his sentence, the door burst 
open and Lt.-Gen. Serov, head of  the Soviet 
state security service, rushed in with eight state 
security officers carrying sub-machine guns. 
They disarmed the Hungarian officers, took their 
pistols and led them off  as prisoners.

The Special Corps, the 8th Mechanised Army 
and the 38th Combined Field Army were ready 
to carry out Operation Whirlwind. This involved 
17 Soviet divisions – 8 mechanised, 1 armoured, 
2 infantry, 2 air defence, 2 air and 2 airborne – 
comprising some 60,000 Soviet troops.

Before Operation Whirlwind started, the Soviet 
military command used the radio transmitter 
taken from the negotiating delegation to mislead 
the rebel and military forces defending the city. 

A telegram was sent in the name of  Defence 
Minister Pál Maléter, by then in KGB custody, to 
the Hungarian People’s Army units not to shoot 
at Soviet forces returning to Budapest.

At that time, columns of  tanks, self-propelled 
artillery and transport vehicles of  the Soviet 
mechanised, armoured and infantry divisions 
were in battle formation, awaiting the code word.

At 6 am Moscow time and 4 am Hungarian time 
on 4 November, the code word (“Thunder-444”) 
was issued, and Operation Whirlwind began. 
The units assigned to occupy the installations 
identified in the order, and the main forces of  
the divisions under the command of  the Special 
Corps, broke through the resistance of  some 

of  the rebel forces based in the Budapest area 
and entered Budapest from several directions at 
5 am. The armies of  Generals Babadjanyan and 
Mamsurov started the invasion of  the country.

It was at about this time – 5:20 am – that Imre 
Nagy made a statement on Hungarian Radio: 
“This is Imre Nagy, Chairman of  the Council of  
Ministers of  the People’s Republic of  Hungary. 
At dawn, the Soviet forces launched an attack 
on our capital city with the clear intention of  
overthrowing the lawful democratic government 
of  Hungary. Our forces have engaged them in 
combat. The government is in place. This is my 
message to the people of  the country and of  the 
world.”

JULES PAYOT French educationist (1859–1939):

Hungary is a marvellous geographical unit, all parts of  which are harmoniously  
interdependent, and could not be broken off  without injury to the whole.
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On hearing the news of  the Soviet attack on 
4 November, the Széna Square group in Buda 
arranged their freedom fighters to control the 
main roads in the 12th district. At about mid-
day, a unit of  about 5 tanks attacked Széna 
Square and then departed in the direction 
of  Margit Bridge. The rebels retreated from 
Széna Square towards the Buda Hills. This 
group engaged with Soviet forces in Solymár 
on 13 November before being disbanded by 
its leader, János Szabó.

The heaviest fighting at Móricz Zsigmond 
Circus was on 4 and 5 November. On the 4th, 
a former military officer, Jenő Oláh, attempt-
ed to coordinate groups fighting independ-
ently of  each other. An official report sent by 

the Soviet command stated that 140 Soviet 
soldiers were killed or wounded in the fight-
ing in the area on the night of  5-6 November. 
On 6 November in the morning hours, the 
Soviet forces cleared up the last resistance in 
the Móricz Zsigmond Circus area.

In Óbuda, Soviet tanks assaulted and ran 
down the marching column of  the 50th Jász-
berény Artillery Regiment. A group of  Na-
tional Guards took up firing positions on 
the Buda side of  Stalin Bridge. Civilian and 
military members of  the National Guard as-
sembled at Schmidt Castle in Óbuda to fight 
the Soviets. The fighters there were organised 
by Defence Force officers and officer cadets, 
who were prepared for the defence. It was 

members of  this group who blew up a nearby 
radio jamming station. Next day, the group 
engaged the Soviet forces. The rebels caused 
serious Soviet losses, but the commander dis-
solved the group on 7 November.

As in the period from 24 to 29 October, 
the Soviet forces encountered the great-
est resistance in the 8th and 9th districts. On 
4 November at dawn, they attacked National 

Guard units there at first with about 15 open 
armoured vehicles carrying troops from an 
airborne division and six tanks. The attack 
came from Nagyvárad Square and Boráros 
Square, and the main targets were the Cor-
vin Passage regiment, the independent Práter 
Street National Guard battalion and the Kilián 
Barracks. The action of  various armed groups 
in the surrounding buildings rendered it im-

 

Fighting for Budapest after eleven years*
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possible to capture Corvin Passage. The So-
viet forces withdrew after taking severe losses. 
They lost 20-30 soldiers during the firefight 
which lasted until 10 am in the morning.

The National Guardsmen in Corvin Pas-
sage fighting during the first Soviet attack were 
led by Gergely Pongrátz. The National Guard 
units here, and in the inner districts, engaged 
mainly in defensive actions, mainly owing to 
the greater force they were facing. At 1 pm 
on 5 November – or according to some Hun-
garian sources on the 7th or the 9th – units of  
Obaturov’s division mounted another assault 
on the centre of  resistance around the Cor-
vin Cinema, after a bombardment by 170 guns 
and mortars. The block was surrounded by 
tanks, which succeeded in silencing all weap-
ons which were threatening them. The Kilián 
Barracks were also soon occupied.

On the other side of  Üllői Road, in the 9th 

district, some squads of  the Tűzoltó Street 
and Ferenc Square groups joined up to fight 
the Soviet forces on 4 November. In the 
evening, they sealed the area bounded by Üllői 

Road, Ferenc Boulevard, Mester Street and 
Thaly Kálmán Street with barricades and ve-
hicles. A 20-25 strong subunit of  the Tűzoltó 
Street group engaged Soviet troops in the 
building on the corner of  Nagyvárad Square, 
but by 6 November that whole group had be-
come completely cut off  from the other rebel 
groups. At about midday on 8 November, the 
National Guards in this area completely aban-
doned their resistance.

In the 7th district, the Baross Square group 
fought Soviet forces in the square and its sur-
roundings. Later, smaller groups fought Soviet 
troops around Keleti Station. After the cessa-
tion of  hostilities, they produced and distrib-
uted leaflets until 16 November.

Units of  the Hungarian Defence Forces 
put up organised resistance at only one point 
in Budapest, Jutadomb (Juta Hill). Units of  
the 51st Air Defence Battalion and an in-place 
anti-aircraft battery took up firing positions 
there. At 10 am on 4 November, a Soviet col-
umn of  two tanks, two armoured personnel 
carriers, three trucks and a Hudson car arrived 

in front of  the artillery positions on Soroksári 
Road. The guns opened fire. Two tanks and 
the car were knocked out. More than ten So-
viet soldiers and Hungarian state security of-
ficers in the trucks were wounded and 13 lost 
their lives. The others escaped. In the after-
noon, some of  the guns on Jutadomb opened 
fire on Soviet troops on Határ Road, knocking 
out one motorcycle and sidecar. The fuel tank 
of  one Soviet tank was also hit, but the burn-
ing vehicle managed to escape.

In Soroksár (20th district), National Guards 
under László Oltványi – the district com-
mander of  the National Guard units – ob-
tained two anti-aircraft cannons and a Soviet 
multiple rocket launcher, with which they 
opened fire on a Soviet military vehicle on 
5 November. The soldiers on the vehicle re-
turned fire. Two Soviet soldiers were killed, 
six were wounded and three taken prisoner in 
the attack. They also fired on a Soviet tank on 
6 November. Afterwards, they did not take up 
hostilities with the overwhelming Soviet force, 
and dispersed on 10-11 November. 

In Csepel (the 21st district), the National 
Guard unit swelled to 500-550 after 4 Novem-
ber. They got hold of  several medium anti-
aircraft guns and one anti-aircraft machine 
gun from the local anti-aircraft artillery regi-
ment, in positions which allowed them to fire 
on Soviet troops moving in the Csepel area. 
One of  the guns opened fire and destroyed 
an armoured vehicle moving along Kossuth 
Lajos Street in the afternoon of  4 November. 
The same gun shortly afterwards damaged 
another armoured vehicle. Later, they opened 
fire on another vehicle coming from Tököl. 
The National Guards destroyed the dam-
aged armoured personnel carrier with petrol 
bombs. The fleeing Soviet soldiers were killed 
in the firefight. Another gun also knocked out 
an armoured vehicle, which was also later set 
on fire. On 7 November, an Il-28 aircraft was 
shot down by artillery and an ammunition 
truck was destroyed in the Királyerdő area 
by a 30-35 strong group on 5 or 6 Novem-
ber. To obstruct or slow down the movement 
of  Soviet troops, the road was blown up in 

Immobilized Soviet IS-3 heavy 
tank outside Kilián barracks

Captured Soviet howitzer in 
Corvin Passage (in November)
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under László Oltványi – the district com-
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multiple rocket launcher, with which they 
opened fire on a Soviet military vehicle on 
5 November. The soldiers on the vehicle re-
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six were wounded and three taken prisoner in 
the attack. They also fired on a Soviet tank on 
6 November. Afterwards, they did not take up 
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aircraft guns and one anti-aircraft machine 
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ment, in positions which allowed them to fire 
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front of  Gubacsi Bridge, and blocked with 
wagons at another point. The multiple rocket 
launcher taken back from the 20th district was 
used to attack Tököl Airfield. Following So-
viet attacks between 7 and 9 November, the 
National Guards abandoned resistance on  
10 November.

In Pestszentlőrinc (the 18th district), several 
attacks were launched against Soviet forces 
after 4 November. National Guardsmen and 
soldiers, with the help – and later under the 
command – of  an officer from the local anti-
aircraft artillery unit, set up two anti-aircraft 
guns in firing position so as to obstruct the 
entry of  Soviet forces. They opened fire with 
these on an aircraft and fired several rounds at 
ground targets. The guns fired at airborne tar-
gets on 6 November and at Soviet tanks on the 
7th. Later, gun crews at another point knocked 
out a Soviet truck. The fleeing soldiers from 
the truck were captured. It is not known what 
happened to these Soviet soldiers. The guns 
later opened fire on Soviet tanks coming from 

Budapest. These returned fire, causing severe 
losses among the attackers. National Guards-
men in the district attacked other Soviet tanks 
on 8 November, knocking out one, and killed 
a Soviet soldier at one point.

On 4 November, the military officer in 
command of  the National Guard in Kispest 
(the 19th district) handed out weapons to 
volunteers, who then opened fire on Soviet 
forces moving in front of  the police station. 
Later, after being fired on and then attacked 
by Soviet troops, the National Guards in the 
building were forced to evacuate, but on 6 
November a 100-150-strong group contin-
ued fighting Soviet troops. Four smaller Na-
tional Guard groups engaged the Soviet units 
at several points in the district, but faced with 
overwhelming force on the 8th and 9th, they  
abandoned resistance.

Anti-aircraft artillery units stationed in 
Kőbánya (10th district), assisted by National 
Guards, opened fire on attacking Soviet forces 
following 4 November, and in fighting that 

continued until 8 November, they destroyed 
four or five tanks, three armoured person-
nel carriers and one radio car. About 30 So-
viet troops lost their lives in these clashes in 
the district. The group that formed up in the 
district police station halted an ammunition 
truck and disarmed Soviet soldiers during the 
hostilities following 4 November. They were 
dispersed by Soviet forces on 6 November. 
Another group of  National Guards put two 
Soviet armoured personnel carriers out of  
action in the period following 4 November. 
Several Soviet soldiers were killed and others 
taken prisoner at that point; the captured sol-
diers were later released. The unit abandoned 
resistance on 11 November. 

In Angyalföld (13th district), the acting 
police captain and a demobilised army of-
ficer, László Homola, reacted to the news of  
the Soviet attack by arming members of  the 
public who came forward. The same day, the 
district National Guard led by Homola moved 
into the József  Attila Community Centre. The 

commanders organised armed groups at sev-
eral points throughout the district, the most 
active being at the crossroads of  Rákospatak 
Road and Váci Road, the Mauthner Sándor 
Street School and the Box Factory at the cor-
ner of  Mauthner Sándor Road and Balzsam 
Street. These groups had a total strength of  
135-160, and there were up to 240-260 people 
under arms in the district during this period. 
The group stationed beside the Rákos-patak 
(Rákos stream) was commanded by Ferenc 
Csizmadia. On 5 November, it mounted an 
attack against a Soviet unit passing along Váci 
Road. Four Soviet soldiers were killed in the 
exchange of  fire.

On 5 November and subsequent days, the 
Thököly Road fighters, reinforced by János 
Futó’s group, inflicted serious losses on the 
Soviets. The rebels fought in the Lehel Road 
and Fóti Road areas, but were dispersed by So-
viet forces on 8 November. Many sub-groups 
moved to Újpest and joined the National 
Guard units fighting there. On 4 November, 

The destroyed facade of  the 
Kilián barracks and the 

Museum of  Applied Arts 
after the fighting

Soviet truck knocked out in 
the battle of  Juta Hill
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the Chairman of  the National Committee 
called on the residents of  Újpest (4th district) 
to repulse the Soviet attack. The district com-
manders stationed themselves in the Könyves 
Kálmán Secondary School and, together with 
the largest group in the building, set about or-
ganising defence of  the district and directing 
the fight against Soviet forces. 

At the firing position set up at the barrier 
beside the Box Factory on 4 November, there 
were 80-100 National Guardsmen on duty 
with one armoured vehicle, two machine guns 
and other infantry weapons. Sándor S. Nagy 
commanded the group until 6 November 
when he became commander of  the district, 

and was replaced by Ferenc Csizmadia, whose 
group of  fighters in Rákospalota had made a 
fighting retreat from the Soviets. In the fight-
ing between 4 and 8 November, the Soviet 
forces dispersed the National Guardsmen at 
the barrier, at Újpest Cemetery, at the REMIZ 
(garage) on Váci Road, at the Water Tower and 
at other points in the district. The hostilities, 
which involved heavy losses on both sides, ef-
fectively came to an end upon the capture of  
Könyves Kálmán Secondary School on 8 No-
vember.

The National Guard units based in Dózsa 
Secondary School in the 15th district blew up 
fuel tankers after 4 November.

Outside Budapest, the armies of  Generals 
Babadjanyan and Mamsurov surrounded the 
principal bases and barracks of  the Hungarian 
People’s Army. First, and almost simultaneously, 
they attacked and captured the airports and the 
barracks, and then took control of  the roads to 
Budapest and the Austrian border.

Seeing the Soviet army attacking in such 
overwhelming strength, most of  the Hungarian 
People’s Army units did not even attempt 
resistance. Having surrounded the provincial 
barracks on 3 November, the Soviet forces 
opened fire without warning, and disarmed and 
broke up the units, most of  which surrendered 
without a fight.

The ruthlessness of  the Soviet forces is 
illustrated by an incident at the barracks of  the 
19th Záhony in-place Anti-Aircraft Artillery 
Battalion, where surrounding Soviet tanks 
opened fire on the unarmed soldiers assembling 
inside, resulting in the death of  5 soldiers and the 
wounding of  8. The 60 soldiers taken prisoner 
by the Soviet troops were taken over the border, 
but allowed to return on 6 November. There 
were some clashes between Hungarian military 
units and Soviet forces, notably those involving 
the garrisons of  Szolnok, Dunaföldvár and 
Székesfehérvár.

An encounter on a larger scale involved the 
anti-aircraft artillery regiment at Dunapentele. 
After a ceasefire was refused by the National 
Committee, the general attack started at 2:30 
pm on 7 November. After a 25-minute artillery 
attack, eight MiG–17 aircraft attacked the 
positions of  the anti-aircraft artillery batteries. 
The town was surrounded by tanks and fired on 
by heavy mortars and 122 mm gun-howitzers. 
The defence of  Dunapentele collapsed at 6:30 
am. There were at least 8 deaths and 35 other 

casualties on the Hungarian side. 41 medium and 
light anti-aircraft artillery pieces were put out of  
action.

The rebels in the Mecsek Hills, the “Mecsek 
Invisibles”, kept up resistance longer than any 
other group. They attacked police and security 
forces as well as Soviet troops.

Soviet sources claim that all organised 
resistance by the Hungarian rebels was put down 
by the end of  November, by which time the army 
had also been disarmed. After this, it was Soviet 
forces which took over military administration – 
patrols and guards under orders from garrison 
commanders, etc. The Soviet state security bodies 
– the KGB – continued the arrests of  rebels and 
resistance fighters and searched for weapons 
among the public. Deportation of  those arrested 
started immediately.

The sad consequences of  the “provision of  
assistance” by Soviet forces, in fact a full scale 
attack on Hungary, are illustrated by the following 
figures:

The fighting ended with Budapest, eleven 
years after the war, again in ruins, some 20,000 
wounded, and more than two and a half  
thousand – 279 of  them soldiers – dead. More 
than 200,000 Hungarians fled abroad. According 
to the casualty list of  the Soviet Ministry of  
Defence, some 700 soldiers died, 1986 were 
wounded, and 51 disappeared. 

In the reprisals, more than 20,000 were 
sentenced to imprisonment, and 229 were 
condemned to death and executed. 

The principal demand of  the Revolution and 
War of  Independence, the withdrawal of  Soviet 
military forces, was eventually fulfilled in 1991.

*Excerpt from Miklós Horváth–Éva Tulipán:  
In Memoriam 1956 (Zrínyi Kiadó, Budapest, 2006)

Street scene with  
knocked-out wreckage

British journalist I. GARVIN wrote in 1925:

The merciless mutilation of  Hungary proper by the Versailles system  
was and is the most cruel case of  all.
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Street scene with  
knocked-out wreckage

British journalist I. GARVIN wrote in 1925:

The merciless mutilation of  Hungary proper by the Versailles system  
was and is the most cruel case of  all.
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T he notes taken by V. N. Malin, head of  
the General Department of  the Central 

Committee of  the Presidium of  the Communist 
Party of  the Soviet Union, constitute the sole 
source on the debates in the Presidium on the 
Hungarian question in October-November 1956. 
The Russian historian Vyacheslav Sereda studied 
and edited these notes. In 2005, Sereda told a 
BBC reporter what had emerged from the Malin 
notes on the decisions made about the Hungarian 
Revolution.

“The notes show that until 31 October, many 
ideas or scenarios had emerged, but they did not 
dare make a decision. They waited for events 
to unfold, to see how the world reacted to the 
Revolution, and how the fraternal Communist 
parties reacted. The notes also show that there 
was a scenario discussed and accepted whereby 
the Hungarian uprising need not be put down, 
but an agreement must be reached with the Imre 
Nagy government. They had almost decided 
that the Imre Nagy government should remain 
in power in Hungary when several international 
factors combined to cause a sudden change. That 
they decided differently was probably first of  
all due to the events in Suez on the night of  30-
31 October, which they had to take account of. 
When the Soviets ascertained that America was 
not supporting Britain, France and Israel in the 
Suez war, they got bolder and realised that they 
could use such methods too. Secondly, I think 
the Chinese factor was very important, because 
it emerges from the notes that the Chinese were 
always playing to weaken the authority of  the 
Soviet Union within the international Communist 
movement.  Mao Zedong and company held this 
position until they ultimately became convinced 
that the Communist dictatorship would probably 
fall in Hungary, which would then break out of  the 
Socialist bloc. That was when they changed their 

positions and said that the Hungarian Revolution 
had to be suppressed. Of  course they did not call 
it a revolution. Molotov and Kaganovich held 
this position from the beginning. Khruschev 
constantly vacillated, because if  he went for 
suppression, the spirit of  the 20th Congress 
would be paralysed for a long time. This was a 
very important factor, but it was still not finally 
decided, and the resolution only mentioned 
preparations, because a whole lot of  things had 
to be done before the intervention. First of  all 
there were technical and military problems, and 
then there were the leaders of  the other socialist 
countries. They had to be talked to, most of  all 
Tito. But the other Communist leaders were 
also very worried, like Togliatti. On the 30th, 
he sent a telegram to the Soviets that what was 
happening in Hungary was in their view a counter-
revolutionary insurrection. So until the big step 
they took on the 31st, the Soviet leaders were 
still considering some compromise options for 
solving the Hungarian question. The final decision 
came after they reached an agreement with Tito. 
The rest went more easily, except for Gomulka’s 
government. Khruschev, Malenkov and Molotov 
met with the Polish leaders on 1 November. The 
Poles did not state a position either pro or contra. 
They were not very enthusiastic about the Soviets 
occupying Hungary.”

The next day, on 5 November, László Veress 
made the following comments on the BBC 
Hungarian service about the bloody suppression 
of  the Hungarian Revolution:

“The Moscow military communiqué stating 
that they had crushed the Hungarian uprising 
was wrong. There were no military obstacles 
to taking control of  the country. About twenty 
Soviet divisions rumbled into little Hungary. The 
radio read out the decrees of  the Soviet military 
command, and the shadow of  the dictatorship by 

an invading power fell over the country. Every war 
has a political aim, and the Soviet attack against 
the Hungarian people was doomed to political 
failure. The Hungarian freedom struggle was 
not finished. It is easy to make a bloodbath and 
chaos. Phosphorous incendiary grenades do not 
give rise to productive life, and there is no nation, 
least of  all the Hungarian, which recognises as its 
government sworn enemies who had asked the 
Soviet military leadership to rain murderous fire 
on the capital city and slaughter the young and old 
of  the country indiscriminately.

That is what was done by a small group of  
Communist puppets huddled in the Szolnok 
headquarters of  the Soviet military. They 
admitted this in the fourteenth point of  the 
so-called “government programme”. No 
government had ever come out with such a 
programme: ‘The Hungarian Revolutionary 
Worker-Peasant Government, in the interests of  
our people, the working class and the country, 
has asked the commanders of  the Soviet army to 
help in crushing the dark forces of  reaction and 
restoring order and peace in the country.’ That 
was the only point of  János Kádár’s National 
Programme that was already a reality. Soviet 
troops were ravaging Budapest, and as was 
stated at the extraordinary General Assembly of  
the United Nations at midnight that night, they 
were shooting indiscriminately at everything and 
everybody as they ran amok in Hungary. And as 
Moscow could not get enough of  saying, all this 
was happening at the express request of  the so-
called government of  Hungary itself, the puppet 
government of  János Kádár.

Moscow did not dare to admit to the Russian 
people that they had sent in the Soviet divisions 
against the unarmed Hungarian people. Moscow 
Radio had reported the night before that the 
whole thing was child’s play, only a handful of  
rebels had to be put out of  action. So in order 
to deal with a handful of  rebels, Hungary had to 
be flooded with several thousand tanks, Budapest 
had to be fired on with artillery and bombed from 
the air, huge hordes of  tanks had to be let loose on 
the Hungarian capital, and in complete disregard 
of  the Geneva Convention, and the written and 

unwritten rules of  warfare and humanity, women, 
children and the elderly had to be slaughtered 
indiscriminately. It is notable that the Geneva-
based Red Cross broadcast a warning to Hungary 
in Russian.

Nonetheless, they did not have such an easy 
time of  it, and the people resisted the appalling 
Soviet assault with their bare hands. Not even 
the Soviet supreme command knew how to get 
out of  the dreadful, senseless bloodbath which 
brought shame on the Russian armed forces. The 
Soviet command in Hungary that day appealed 
to the Hungarian army by radio to stand on the 
Soviet side against the Hungarian people. It was 
therefore obvious that there was still a Hungarian 
army, some remnants were still struggling. The 
scattered struggle was continuing. The British 
Foreign Secretary, Selwyn Lloyd, told a hushed 
House of  Commons that fighting had not 
stopped in Hungary. The Soviet command in 
its radio proclamation of  that day tried to calm 
down the seething rage in Hungary with the 
promise that the Soviet army did not intend to 
invade Hungary. And shrugging his shoulders at 
the Hungarian people in their pools of  blood, the 
Soviet commander said they should not blame 
the Soviet army, which only came at the request 
of  János Kádár’s government. And to cap it all, 
he expressed his hope that the Hungarian people 
would accept the assistance of  the Soviet military 
with the same understanding as in 1945 when it 
liberated them from fascist subservience.

In 1956, it was Soviet subservience Hungary 
was trying to liberate itself  from. It had a lawful 
government, with which on the eve of  the 
attack the Soviet command had started talks on 
withdrawing its troops. Now we know the exact 
time when Moscow’s patience ran out and finally 
decided to rampage through Hungary. The Kádár 
group revealed that they had broken off  from 
the Imre Nagy government on 1 November. 
They did not make it public then. It was only 
on Saturday 3 November that the country was 
told, with great rejoicing, that Apró, Marosán, 
Münnich, Imre Horváth and company, i.e. the 
whole Moscow clique remaining from the days 
of  Rákosi had been officially kicked out of  the 

“On the wavelength of  freedom”*
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government. Now they claimed they had left of  
their own accord several days before. Why the 
hurry? Perhaps they knew the Russians too well, 
and knew that the purpose of  the Soviet inrush 
could only be preparation for trampling down the 
country, and they wanted to join in. But it could 
not have been a coincidence that their leaving 
directly followed Imre Nagy’s announcement 
of  free elections in Hungary and a return to the 
multi-party system. At that moment, the Kádár 
group were hurrying to Szolnok to hide under 
the protective wing of  the Soviet command. 
And it seems that Moscow itself, if  it had still 
been hesitating to crush the Hungarian struggle 
for freedom, made the decision to strike upon 
hearing of  the proposal for free elections. It had 
been willing to tolerate the Hungarian Revolution 
as long as the Communist Party retained sole 
power and the country, under the control of  the 
Communist Party apparatus, was guaranteed to 
stay on the Soviet side. But as soon as the will 
of  the Hungarian people persuaded Imre Nagy 
and his government to promise free elections, lift 
the Communist monopoly on power and declare 
Hungarian neutrality, Moscow saw a threat to its 
control in the whole of  Eastern Europe, not just 

in Hungary, and even feared the effect of  the 
Hungarian Revolution on the various peoples of  
the Soviet state itself. If  Hungary was vociferously 
demanding political freedom after ten years 
of  Communist rule, one day every country of  
Eastern Europe might follow its example, indeed 
every people of  the Russian empire, even after 
thirty-eight years. This was the great lesson of  
the Hungarian Revolution for Moscow.

The armed swoop on Hungary did not achieve 
its obvious aim of  intimidating the peoples of  
Eastern Europe. Nothing since the end of  the 
war had come close to the Hungarian tragedy in 
shaking the Western world. The Soviet Union 
had deceived the United Nations, where it had 
reported the withdrawal of  its troops and the 
commencement of  talks only a few hours before 
its treacherous attack on Budapest. The world 
saw what the Soviet Union meant when it said 
“talks” – playing for time before an armed strike. 
The realisation of  that fuelled the hope that the 
West would not let Hungary fall.”

*Excerpt from Péter Pallai – Mátyás Sárközi:  
A szabadság hullámhosszán. (On the Wavelength of  Freedom. 

Helikon Kiadó, Budapest, 2006). 

Hungary and the world

1956 was a world event. What happened in 
October 1956 became known nearly everywhere 
in the world almost as soon as it happened.  
It was 1956 which, to a considerable extent, 
formed the image of  Hungary in the 20th century, 
and in many respects it still defines worldwide 
perceptions of  the Hungarians. If  we were to 
examine associations of  the word “Hungarian” 
at different points throughout the world, 1956 
would feature very prominently among them. 
It is almost certainly the best-known event of  
Hungary’s history. The reasons are not hard  
to see.

It is the only Hungary-related, indeed Hungary- 
centred, event of  international significance (in 
world history terms) that features in personal or 
partly-personal memories. 1956 took place in the 
modern media era, the age of  worldwide radio 
broadcasting (but just before television was to 

spread across the world). For today’s politicians 
and the great figures of  culture and literature, 
1956 is, for current generational reasons, their 
early defining experience. And it is a positive ex- 
perience.

The latter is of  no small significance. Before 
the Revolution, the image of  Hungary and the 
Hungarians was not too flattering, especially 
in the West. Unfavourable impressions of  
Hungarians emerged at the turn of  the 19th 
and 20th centuries, the interwar period did little 
to improve them, and the Second World War 
provided more of  its own. Viewed from outside, 
the Hungarians were Hitler’s allies in the war, 
and even if  they were subsequently invaded by 
the Soviets, they enthusiastically joined in the 
building of  the communist system, confiscating 
Western property, arresting politicians, priests 
and peaceful businessmen and keeping them 
in custody (the Standard and Maort trials). Of  
course the truth was different, but subtleties are 

1956 in the history of  the 20th century*

Group of  refugees at the 
Austrian–Hungarian 
border

London, 12 November. 
Students protesting in Hyde 

Park against the suppression 
of  the Revolution
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had not appeared elsewhere for a long time and 
would not, in quite these roles, do so ever again. 
But all this happened in the 20th century, with 20th 
century protagonists, some of  whom carried on 
their lives after the Revolution; for those who did 
not, their 20th century careers had led up to the 
Revolution. 

   1956 took place well before the total media era 
of  the 21st century, and so its account is basically 
written – literary, like that of  1848. 1968 lives 
in motion pictures, and the end-of-the-century 
events came to us by direct satellite broadcast. 
Nonetheless, it is no accident that 1956 did not, 
and probably never will, have a Victor Hugo or 
a Mór Jókai to write its story. The picture is only 

19th century when seen from afar, on its own; 
closer up, it is “only” of  the last century, just like 
its environment and its subsidiary figures. Time 
and argument are causing its image to fade and 
fragment, and a new century is contributing its 
own doubts. Only when we dispense with 19th 
century patterns will the historical legacy of  the 
20th century, incorporating the legacy of  1956, 
find its real form. What that is like depends on us. 

*Excerpt from M. János Rainer’s essay 1956 a 20. század 
történelmében (“1956 in the history of  the 20th century”), from the 
book “Tizenhárom nap, amely…” (“Thirteen Days that...”, MoD 

Military History Institute and Museum, Budapest, 2003).

never apparent from outside, and even the many 
honourable efforts by Hungarian democratic 
émigrés did little to change impressions.

The 1956 Hungarian Revolution changed all 
this. Budapest gave the first powerful, visible and 
audible signal that after the final defeat of  one 
totalitarian system, the oppressed people were 
now challenging the other. In this way, Hungary 
was part of  the global process which tried to 
respond to the 20th century crisis, and was also 
trying to preserve the individual and collective, 
political and economic freedom of  the previous 
century, which was denied by the totalitarian 
systems. 1956 bore none of  the suspicion of  
nationalist threats to regional peace (often unjust 
and one-sided, and nearly always exaggerated) 
which had beset Hungary in previous decades.  
In addition, despite the Revolution’s fall, its greater 
and smaller triumphs (reformed, more human, 
more tolerable socialism) stood out and appeared 
to be consequences of  the Revolution, and both 
the visible and hidden adverse consequences  
of  defeat were soon forgotten, or remained 
hidden. The reprisals evoked widespread in- 
ternational outrage, but this did not last long and 
was little mentioned after the 1963 amnesty. Few 
dealt with the mental effects of  the 1956 defeat.

In the eyes of  the international public, it was 
towards the end of  the century, in 1989–1991, 
when Soviet socialism and the Soviet empire were 
disappearing, that 1956 took its final place in the 
great story. The Hungarian Revolution was the 
herald of  the Central-Eastern European changes 
of  1989-91, an early and heroic experiment 
whose true purpose and meaning were to reveal 
themselves three and a half  decades later.

1956, in its own way, “set Hungary apart” in 
the West, lifting the country out of  the homo- 
geneous-looking mass of  “Eastern Europe”. 
From that time, it was the memory of  how the 
Hungarian people had risen up for their freedom 
– even after that memory ceased to be fresh – 
that defined the way the country was “treated”. 
In democratic countries which had accepted 
“the realities” so easily, this memory played on 
the political – and in many cases personal – 
conscience. Paradoxically, it was the suppressor 

of  the Revolution, the Kádár regime, which 
gained most from this, in the form of  unmerited 
international prestige, although some benefit 
did also reach the intended target, the people of  
Hungary.

Hungary itself  also looked on the world 
differently than it had before 1956 – more 
realistically, in two senses. 1956 marked the end of  
a hope, of  the expectation of  a miracle, the idea 
that the democratic West would liberate Hungary, 
or at least give real assistance (especially if  we 
do something for it, something really big). The 
disillusionment stemming from failure turned to 
persistent public gloom. At the same time, 1956 
opened Hungary up. Two hundred thousand 
people from all sections of  society simultaneously 
found places in another world, from where they 
regularly reported back. All this happened at a 
time when most of  the population of  Hungary 
had been deprived of  impressions of  the outside 
world for several decades, and what they had 
got was distorted and fragmentary. After 1956, 
the 20th century’s greatest wave of  emigration, 
the totalitarian “caisson” system could not be 
maintained. A new dimension opened up: the 
experiences of  masses of  people – relations, 
friends, acquaintances – of  everyday life in the 
“other” world, first in indirect communications, 
and from the mid-1960s onwards increasingly 
through personal encounters, and eventually 
via direct experience. Thanks to the helpfulness 
prompted by the international crisis of  
conscience, and the character of  the refugees, 
this experience was usually transmitted as a 
success story. From that time on, the socialist 
system could not convincingly present itself  
as surpassing its opposite number in so many 
respects. [...]

 In its symbolism, heroism, rhetoric, extremism, 
idealism and purity, 1956 was perhaps the last 19th 
century revolution. Its incredibly short duration 
and bloody suppression saved the Revolution 
and its participants from disintegration. 1956 
now appears to us as a stage populated by 
romantic-heroic figures (the People, Good, Evil, 
the Workers, the Street, the Street Children, the 
Prime Minister, the Cardinal), figures which 

1956 memorial  
in Széna Square, Budapest 
(Photo: Veronika Dévényi)
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*Excerpt from M. János Rainer’s essay 1956 a 20. század 
történelmében (“1956 in the history of  the 20th century”), from the 
book “Tizenhárom nap, amely…” (“Thirteen Days that...”, MoD 

Military History Institute and Museum, Budapest, 2003).
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A lthough the notion of  historical Hungary retains great power among the people of  modern 
Hungary as a nostalgic memory, everybody now appreciates that restoration of  its old form is 

no longer possible. Neither was it possible even in the late 1930s and early 1940s, when the fortunate 
(for Hungary) international political constellation permitted the peaceful return of  what were largely 
(if  not exclusively) Hungarian-inhabited lands. Neither was there any chance of  territorial revision 
at the moment of  collapse of  the communist system in Central-Eastern Europe, even though every 
state which had signed the 1920 Treaty of  Trianon and the 1947 Treaty of  Paris, with the exception of  
Romania, had ceased to exist.

Unity among Hungarians is of  course attainable, but not on a territorial basis. Now that Hungary 
and some of  its neighbours are members of  the European Union, and will probably be joined by its 
other neighbours sooner or later, new vistas are opening up. As borders have ceased to be barriers, 
economic affairs in the Carpathian Basin have started to resume the unity which existed before 1918, 
and there is less and less need for state-level decisions and agreements for this to happen. Neither do 
national borders hinder the free interchange of  cultural affairs, which in addition to being guaranteed 
by EU law, is difficult to obstruct in this age of  satellite television and the internet. For Hungarians in 
the Carpathian Basin who live outside the state borders of  Hungary, these technical developments have 
restored the everyday experience of  thinking in the Hungarian language, just as they provide the same 

POSTSCRIPT
 

Hungary in the centre of  Europe  
after the world conflagrations

The reburial of  Imre Nagy,  
the Prime Minister of  the 1956 
Revolution and his associates 
on 16 June 1989 was one of  
the most influential symbolic 
events in Hungary’s transition 
from communism to democracy. 
The photo was taken in Heroes’ 
Square of  the huge crowd 
gathering around the catafalque in 
front of  Műcsarnok.

Sándor Györfi:  
The end of  the game
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opportunity for people speaking different languages in Hungary. And let us not forget that throughout 
the EU, the language of  every EU member state has official status, so that Hungarians in Slovakia, or 
the Transylvanian region of  Romania, or the Muravidék (Prekmurje) area of  Slovenia or Burgenland 
in Austria can all officially use their mother tongues even if  some nationalist-inspired laws seek to limit 
this: EU laws take precedence to national laws.

Hungary is also a member of  the international defence organisation NATO. It is highly significant 
that Romania and Slovakia, the countries having the largest Hungarian minorities, are also NATO 
members, and that the leading power within NATO, the USA, made the decisive interventions in the 
great world conflagrations of  the 20th century to preserve liberal values. Much more importantly, as a 
member of  NATO, Hungary can act as a bridge to countries in Eastern and South-Eastern Europe 
who are not members.

It is interesting that Hungary was admitted to this defence community just when the air strikes 
against Serbia started. Of  course Hungary was not the target of  any attack by Serbia – NATO’s mission 
was to bring peace to the Balkans, i.e. put an end to the South-Slav civil war after so many unsuccessful 
political attempts. For this, and even more so for the peacekeeping operation which followed military 
intervention, Hungary was needed partly as a transit base, but much more importantly as a country 
which has developed a deep insight into Balkan thinking during its thousand-year history. Hungary could 
therefore find its way among Balkan affairs more easily than a Western political and military leadership 
having no historic links with the Balkans and functioning several thousand kilometres from there. It 
was therefore natural that Hungarian contingents had a major role in international peacekeeping in the 
Balkans – and still have (in Kosovo).

While we are on the subject of  peacekeeping, any analysis of  Hungary’s role at the turn of  the 20th 
and 21st centuries cannot omit the part Hungarian soldiers have played in international peacekeeping 
missions everywhere from Afghanistan to Cyprus, and the Sinai Peninsula to sub-Saharan Africa.

At the beginning of  the new millennium, we should also keep in mind Hungary’s role in the collapse 
of  the communist system. Nowadays even Western historians recognise that the Hungarian Revolution 
and War of  Independence of  1956 was, despite its failure, the “first nail in the coffin of  communism”. 

Hungary suffered another invasion following that of  1945, of  a different nature to the invasion of  the 
Red Army which rid the country of  its Nazi invaders. It was no longer possible to conduct all affairs in 
Central-Eastern Europe in the old Leninist-Stalinist way, and attempts to do so, even with a “sugared 
pill” set off  new crises and uprisings every ten years: Czechoslovakia 1968, Poland 1981 and Romania 
1989. And the West has also recognised Hungary’s significant role – without diminishing the merits of  
others – in the political transitions of  1989–1990. Firstly, by opening its borders to the East Germans it 
burst a hole in the Iron Curtain, a hole that could no longer be stopped, and the other Central-Eastern 
Europe socialist systems collapsed within months. Secondly, Hungary set an example in effecting  
a bloodless transition. Liberal democracy in Hungary was established without riot police, shootings  
or military deployment, in the true “European way”.

There was a fleeting moment in which Hungary could have entered along a different historic route. 
The first freely-elected parliament following the political transition declared neutrality, and Hungary’s 
western neighbour Austria (which has five hundred year-old bonds to Hungary) was another neutral 
state still far from joining the EU, and it had a neutral western neighbour of  its own, Switzerland.  

Refugees from the GDR breaking 
through the Austrian-Hungarian 

border during the Pan-Europa Picnic 
on 19 August 1989

Crowd celebrating the 
fall of  the Berlin Wall 
on 9 November 1989

 
HELMUT KOHL, German conservative, Chancellor 1982–1998:

It was the Hungarians who dealt the greatest blow to international communism and the first 
stone was knocked out of  the Berlin Wall by Hungarian heroism.
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▼ 
Soldiers of  the HDF 37th Ferenc 

Rákóczi II Engineer Regiment operating 
the footbridge linking Pest and Buda. 

The footbridge was built on the accession 
of  Hungary to the European Union. 

(Photo: Tünde Rácz)

Rebuilt with EU funding in 2001,  
the Maria Valéria bridge is a (symbolic) 
link between the Hungarians in 
Slovakia and the motherland

This conjunction presented – for what was, in historical terms, a very short time – the chance of  setting 
up a neutral zone of  three countries in the centre of  Europe, an entity which could have served as  
a link, rather than a division, between the nations and peoples living to its north and south, and to its 
east and west.

A Hungarian historian should not speak on behalf  of  the other two countries, but he may venture 
that the main reason why this neutral zone did not come into being was that the Hungarian political elite 
did not wish it to. The idea may have been more popular among the Hungarian public, as evidenced 
by the relatively large number of  no-votes in the referenda on the country’s accession to NATO and 
the EU. Although we do not yet have sufficient historical perspective to make a final judgement,  
it seems the political elite was right on this question. It was by joining these organisations that Hungary 
truly integrated into the international community, and the Hungarian nation got a true opportunity  
to reunite; in a certain sense, to set aside the dictates of  Trianon.

The EUFOR contingent of  the 
Hungarian Defence Forces on training 

in the Balkans
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Excerpt from the National Avowal of  Faith, the introductory section of  Hungary’s Fundamental Law sanctioned on 25 April 2011




