CHAPTER FIVE

THE TARTAR INVASION

1. The Engagement at Mohi

Anno Domini M-o CC-o XLI-o0 ipso
Bela regnante Mangali sive Tartari cum
quinguies centeni milibus armatorum
regnum Hungarie invaserunt.

Chronicon pictum, ¢. 177

On March 15, 1241, Friday of the Seven Sorrows, the Tartar
force was only half a day march away from the town of Pest.! About
ten thousand Tartars on horse must have moved about in the
surroundings of the town, with the aim of trying to prevent the
strategic gathering of the royal Hungarian armed force to fight them.
This Tartar *“vanguard” did not engage in destruction of property,
nor 1n irrationally murdering everyone in sight, and did not burn
everything to the ground in the region. It only would have delayed
them.2 The Tartars remained on the lookout, prepared to slow down
the foreseen [strategic] formation of the king’s forces. Orders were
given to the gathering royal troops that they do not provoke fights
with the Tartars must have played into the hands of the latter.3

Difficult it was to keep within the bounds of the royal order.
Ugrin, archbishop of Kalocsa, who was the first to arrive with his
contingent of troops at the designated location at Pest, felt especially
insulted in his self-esteem by the king’s directive.4 Compelled to be
temporarily inactive, and most probably concerned about the
behavior of his unemployed troops, Ugrin could not passivelv stand
by and watch the devastation of the countryside by the Tartars; nor
did he like it that both the monarch and he were regarded as cowards
by the public opinion. The archbishop, being a warrior, was not a
humble man.

On March 17, he issued orders to engage the Tartar marauders
in combat, and since the latter pretended to flee the area, he gave
them pursuit. In the heat of the chase, he and his men failed to notice
that they had entered marshy ground (that is, pretending to flee, the
Tartars had purposefully led them to the area, into a lurch). where
the archbishop’s heavy cavalry perished, and the Tartars, in making
an about face, blanketed with a hail of arrows the still unengaged
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segment of the archbishop’s troops. With only the greatest difficulty
did the archbishop and the remainder of his men escape from the
bloody encounter, and deeply humiliated, return to Pest.>

In describing this military confrontation with enemy troops,
the chronicler drew the conclusion that the archbishop and his men
were militarily and psychologically unprepared for this, and any,
encounter with the Tartar forces, and had breached discipline by
acting contrary to direct orders from the king - regardless of the
archbishop’s reasoning that he had to keep his troops occupied, fed
and disciplined through such a seemingly low-risk military
maneuver. The entire Ugrin-related episode may point to complete
lack of discipline and organization among the royal troops assembled
at Pest, and creates the impression of a helpless state of unprepared-
ness, and, as a matter of fact, of uncertainty on the part of the
Hungarian royal high command.®

It must have been characteristic of the disorders of the time’
that, on the same day, the Tartars took the town of Vac (north of
Pest, on the left bank of the Danube), robbed its churches, and
massacred all of its inhabitants.8 The disorders were further
increased by the attitude of Frederick of Austria, who had entered
Hungary not because he wanted to aid the Hungarians against the
Mongols, but for the reason that he show off his military skills and
readiness in front of the Hungarians.”

The king’s order to the contrary - unless the royal order to
avoid hostilities with the enemy without provocation did not pertain
to the “foreign” duke - Frederick moved against the Tartar troops,
who, taken by surprise, had actually backed away from him. It must
have been this “element of surprise” and the better equipment and
training [discipline?] of the duke’s force that had caused the Tartars
to withdraw. Frederick now pursued the fleeing enemy, killed one of
their leaders, cut off the arms of another (who died of his wounds
shortly thereafter), and the Tartar contingent marauding in the area
of Pest disappeared. Frederick had scored a victory, and the
Hungarian nobles, not realizing the gravity of their situation - 1.e.,
the seriousness of the Mongol threat - and still angry with their king,
celebrated the triumph of Frederick at the expense and personal
humiliation of their own monarch.19

Was it the victory scored by the Austrian duke? Was it the
unnecessary, avoidable, and most disgraceful defeat of Archbishop
Ugrin at the hands of a group of Mongol marauders? - but suddenly,
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there arose among the Hungarian nobles a vicious outcry of hatred
toward the Cumans who had only recently been invited by the king
to settle in their midst. The nobles, acting spitefully toward the king,
began to identify the Cumans with the Mongols, called the Cuman
“king” Ko6tény a Tartar collaborator who had played an active role in
the devastation of their country. The Hungarian nobles still in the
process of gathering their troops, without any order-of-battle, or
plain military plans as how to cope with the Tartar threat, now
demanded from the king that the Cumans be killed, and Béla IV,
himself unready and frustrated, gave in to the nobles’ demand.1}

Béla IV probably made the mistake of his life. He gave orders
that K6tény appear in front of him in person. But the Cuman leader,
fearing for his life, refused to go. It may be that the king by
ordering Kotény to come to him wished to save his life and retain the
loyalty of the Cuman troops. But their signals were crossed and the
frustrated nobles, a “mob,” evidently wholly unaware of the serious-
ness of the Mongol threat, moved in front of Kotény’s residence,
besieged it, and after a short resistance had Kotény murdered,
together with his bodyguard. The Cumans became a public enemy,
free personal prey to be hunted down and killed by anyone.!?

The Cumans had no alternative but to fight back. In revenge
for the scandalous, unjust murder of their leader, they devastated the
countryside, burning villages to the ground.!3 They also confronted
Hungarian troops en route to their gathering destination near Pest.-
as, for instance, the troops of Bolcs, royal reeve of Csandd, and the
contingent of Nicholas, son of Barcz!4 - and carried out an awful
devastation along the Danube.l> Then they left the country toward
the Bulgarian border, while the Cumans who had stayed behind
submitted to Tartar rule.16 Duke Frederick went home to Austria
with his troops, while King Béla IV and his people found themselves
alone in facing the immediate Tartar threat in the very heart of their
country.1?

In the beginning of April, 1241, Béla IV, urged on by Arch-
bishop Ugrin, made his move against the Mongols.!8 The first
encounter took place at Rakos, but it caused little damage; the
Hungarian troops were still attempting to develop an order-of-battle
formation. The complete lack of leadership was evident everywhere.
in almost any step and movement that had been undertaken by the
king’s command.!9 Wild, undisciplined lust for war, total unappre-
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ciation of the enemy characterized the attitude of the Hungarian
leaders and of their men.

The nobles simply would not comprehend the seriousness of
the danger, the horrors of the Mongol invasion. When, for example,
Bishop Benedict (the son of Ost) of Virad,20 who most unwillingly
complied with the king’s orders to arms,2! had heard that [the town
of] Eger, northeast of Pest, had been destroyed by the Tartars, he
attacked what must have seemed to him a small group of Tartar
horsemen roaming about in that region. But the Mongols laid a trap
for him.22 They pretended to withdraw, placed stuffed sack dolls on
their reserve horses, and awaited the Hungarian attack on the prairie.
Then they withdrew from the scene for a second time, and the
bishop’s men came face to face with stuffed rag dolls tied to horses;
the men, frightened by the number of dolls (and their horses,
probably by the smell), turned and ran. The Tartars took them under
pursuit and cut all of them to pieces.23 The bishop escaped.24

The king’s army - finally gathered together, and in some order
- had made a halt at the Saj6 stream, not too far from its estuary into
the Tisza river, where they set up camp near a place named Mohi.25
On the left-hand bank of the stream, Batu Khan set up his head-
quarters, cleverly choosing his camp site.26 The Sajé stream in front
of him, on his right-hand side the Hernad river, on his left the Tisza
river, provided him with a natural barrier of defense. Thick woods
protected him from an unexpected attack in the rear.27 Were the
Hungarians to surprise his headquarters by crossing the rivers -
assuming that the psychological impact of such a surprise had
occurred before the attack - and were to inflict a defeat upon him, he
could always escape with his men into the woods before the pursuers,
who, presumably would give chase on horse and on foot. The heavily
forested area further aided Batu to conceal his forces while crossing
through the woods; the direction of his movements, and the positions
he had taken up behind the Saj6 remained wholly hidden from Béla
IV and his commanders.28

In this regard one must, once again, blame the king for
neglect, because he evidently did not have the military intelligence
capability to keep abreast of the news of his opponent’s movements.
plans, military strength, or even strategy. Worse still, Béla IV did
not seem to be too familiar with the geography (for the purpose of
military deployment) of his country’s terrain. Could the Hungarian
high command have been so naive as to assume - an entire week after
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the Mongol capture of the Verecke Pass - that the Mongol armies
would not pass through the mountain forests of the Carpathians?29

The Hungarian high command had made another serious
mistake. It did not sufficiently reconnaissance the area around Moht,
nor did it undertake any of the much needed defensive preparations
for an expected enemy offensive from the right-hand side of the Saj6
stream. The idea conceived by the monarch and his command that
they set up camp near the stream, send out scouts to observe the
bridge across the stream, and the possible fording areas downstream,
and to await the next move by the khan was irresponsibly naive and
disastrous.

The monarch and his high command (or was it the King and
his [military] advisors?) evidently could not foresee the probability
that Batu Khan would invade their camp at any moment, and that his
would be a sudden attack, even before the king’s had made adequate
preparations for fortifying their camp, and readied themselves for a
countermove.30

If Béla IV and his staff had expected gentlemanly behavior of
Batu Khan, assuming that their opponent would wait until they had
rested for a few days before an encounter with them, they were
gravely mistaken.3! The Hungarians had arrived from Asia a long
time before they had accepted western customs of (military)
behavior; they had become too acclimatized to western civilization
during the preceding centuries, and were psychologically unprepared
to face the Asiatic Mongols in a military encounter at Mohi,
Dishonest and inhumanly cunning behavior, a ruthless employment
of raw physical forces in the battlefield were, and would have been,
the only means of effective defense against such an opponent.32

The number of troops encamped on both sides must have been
the same in proportion; Batu Khan had some fifty thousand men
under his command,33 and the Hungarians numbered some fifty
thousand men also.34 In terms of geography, Béla IV had set up
camp on the right-hand bank - that is, west of the Saj6 stream, on a
plain next to the village of Mohi (no longer in existence), south of
the Ondé6.35

The monarch and his advisors had made a basic mistake in
their plan for the outlay of their camp: they had the tents (awnings)
placed far too close to one another. The ropes holding down the tents
further stowed down movements of the men, and their animals, kept
secured next to them. The camp seemingly had no streets, and
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movement in it must have difficult in daytime and almost impossible
at night. Again, the camp had no layout for streets and lights. There
were no campfires lit. Worse still, they had erected a “protective
fort” from wagons closely drawn together around the perimeter of
the camp. Their wagons were placed closely side by side - the camp
had no exits or gates - so that the “enclosed fort” concept must have
hindered the movement of troops and animals in and out of the
camp.36 Carelessness characterized the entire planning process, as if
to prove pointedly that the Hungarian high command, overconfident
and sure of victory, had displayed only contempt for the Tartars,
whom they regarded as stupid and barbaric people.37

The king’s men now settled down in the camp and began, once
again, to compare the Cumans with the Tartars.38 Many nobles had
openly expressed their hope that the monarch would suffer “some”
humiliation at the hands of the Mongols because, they argued, having
a minor defeat in front of the enemy would make him appreciate his
own countrymen more!3? Lack of foresight had characterized the
leaders and the men of the royal armed forces. They openly
ridiculed the monarch when Béla IV had flags distributed to the
troops, encouraged them to fight bravely in the forthcoming hard
battle, to make their stand in front of the enemy.40

In the Mongol camp on the other bank of the Saj6 stream, the
Khan and his advisors were less apprehensive. Even Batu began to
have doubts about the outcome of the forthcoming encounter. He was
nervous and concerned about the unforeseen results of the battle. He
ascended to the top of a hill near his camp to spend a day and night
in meditation. Upon completing his prayers, he surveyed the
Hungarian camp site across the stream; he wished to put his mind in
order, to make plans. Batu was curious about the preparedness of the
Hungarian forces, about their size and fighting potential. He could
not believe his eyes at what he saw. All of his fears were eliminated.
The Hungarians were closed in their camp like sheep in a narrow
sheepfold.4l Allah had heard his prayers and given the enemy into
his hands.42 Batu gave orders for the encounter to take place at early
dawn of April 11th.43

The Mongol plan was simple enough: encircle the Hungarian
camp, and let nobody escape. Therefore, he had, already on April
10, dispatched some of his men to capture the bridge over the Saj6.
and to establish a bridgehead across, thereby to have a base on the
Hungarian side of the river directly fronting the forces of the king.44
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Another contingent - there must have been some splinter groups
operating within the fifty thousand men enemy force - the Khan sent
further south along the Sajé with orders to ford it and to establish
another position on the right bank directly behind the camp, in the
rear of the Hungarian forces. Batu had kept the main body of his
forces in reserve, so that he might, at the proper moment, order a
frontal attack and demolish the Hungarian camp.4>

One must note here that the Hungarian high command -
perhaps more properly, the camp headquarters - had failed to set up
guard posts at the bridge, along the stream, and around the camp!
The Tartar plan would have caught the Hungarians by surprise, had a
Kievan - now a Tartar prisoner of war - not escaped from his
captors and informed the Hungarian camp command of the
immediate danger.46

Prince Coloman, the king’s younger brother, and Archbishop
Ugrin now hurried with their men to the bridge to prevent the
Mongols from occupying it.47 A segment of the Tartar force had,
however, already crossed it.48 The prince and the archbishop now
attacked the enemy on the west side of the stream, surprised and
defeated it. Coloman took possession of the bridgehead on the west
(Hungarian) side of the stream, and posted guards to watch over it.
Under the false assumption that they had won a decisive victory, and
even eliminated the threat of another enemy attack, the prince and
the archbishop victoriously returned to the camp with their men.4?

In the camp, the prince and the archbishop, joined by the
Master of the Knights Templar {of Hungary], stayed awake with their
bodyguards, and watched over the bridge for the rest of the night.5¢
(The chronicler wrote about “troops” of the three men, but he must
have meant bodyguards, personal retainers, of the comitatus type,
who stood by and fought close by their leader.) It was those three
men who, together with their guards, met the second Mongol attack
at early dawn on April 11th, when the Mongols easily repossessed
the bridge, crossed the stream in large numbers, and nobody could
stop them.>!

Awful confusion must have prevailed in the Hungarian camp.
Actually, it was this pandemonium caused by total surprise that
decided the outcome of the Mongol skirmish - one could hardiy call
it a battle.52 While Prince Coloman and Archbishop Ugrin had at the
previous evening defeated a Tartar force and reoccupied at least a
portion of the bridge - they failed to clear the bridge entirely from
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enemy presence and secure both of its terminals - the Mongol main
force led by Batu Khan himself forded the stream southward of the
bridge. At dawn, the Mongol troops drove the Hungarian garrison
(guards?) from the bridge, crossed the stream in force, and began,
with seven catapults, the attack on the Hungarian camp.>3

The chronicler at this point zealously remarked that, awakened
by the unusual noise, the Hungarians in the camp at first washed
themselves, combed their hair carefully, slowly attached their
bracelets - he must have meant body armor - when the Mongols were .
upon them!34 One may, of course, question the credibility of
Thomas of Spaleto in recording the event. Did he interview eyewit-
nesses or did he rely on hearsay in collecting his intelligence?33

Batu’s main army must have totally surprised the over-
confident and carelessly relaxed Hungarians in the camp. Only
Prince Coloman, Archbishop Ugrin, and the Grand Master of the
Templars with their bodyguards were ready to meet with the enemy.
They had encountered the Tartars - who were also confused and
must have lacked a sense of direction in the dark - pushed them back
to the Sajé stream, and beyond it.56 It seemed that they had scored
another victory. Batu Khan’s attack at early dawn was, however, a
sham. Had it succeeded, it would have decided the outcome of the
Hungaro-Mongol confrontation right there. It had failed, and yet it
enabled the khan to survey the area first hand, to gather intelligence
on the strength of the Hungarian troops (and the Hungarian order-of-
battle?), and prepare another main attack a few hours later.

In the morning, in broad daylight, when the forces of Subutal
Khan had merged with the army of Batu, and the Tartars were able
to surround the Hungarian compound in its entirety, they opened fire
and arrayed the camp with flaming arrows.>7 The compound easily
caught fire - panic broke out among the king’s men, whose
leadership was of no avail.’>% “In fuga” - flight from the scene was
the only way out of a disaster.>

The Tartars had, indeed, opened up a passageway toward the
south in their line of siege around the compound and let many of the
king’s men escape, after they had taken everything from them,%0 but
they kept a lookout for the king, with orders from the khan to
capture him alive.6!

King Béla IV was surrounded by men loyal to him to the
death.62 Many of his men had sacrificed themselves for the survival
of their king. Ernye, de genere Akos,03 and Andrds, son of lvdnka,

3 ’



THE TARTAR INVASION 159

forefather of the Forgdch family, both had asserted self-sacrificing
behavior.64 They had fought themselves through the Tartar ranks -
that is, not through the passageway purposefully kept open by the
Mongols where Batu’s men were on the lookout for the king,%> and
when a small Mongol contingent had directly attacked the monarch,
it was Detre, son of Mohol, who had fought them off and suffered
heavy wounds in the hand-to-hand struggle.66

Moéric (Maurus), son of Méric PSk, had killed a Tartar who
had pointed his lance at the king.67 The small group of men (royal
bodyguard?) that had surrounded the king’s person now fled with
him toward the wooded areas of the northwest, into the Biikk Hills in
Borsod county.58 Ernye had placed his own horse under the
monarch; then Andrés, Ivdnka’s son, had his horse placed at the
king’s disposal. Prince Coloman, severely wounded, hurried toward
Pest on a different route.®9

The road leading to Pest was filled with the decomposing
bodies of murdered people and animals; many had drowned in the
marshes of the Tisza river.7’0 Archbishop Ugrin, Archbishop
Matthias of Esztergom, a brave fighting hero,”! Gregory, bishop of
Gyé6T,72 Ronald, bishop of Transylvania,’3 Jacob, bishop of
Nyitra,’4 Eradius, bishop of Bdcs,”> all had died in the encounter at
Mohi, together with Albert, archdean of Esztergom,’6 and Nicholas,
archdean of Nagyszeben, who was the royal vice-chancellor.””

The entire "equipment of the Hungarian camp, much of the
royal treasure, fell into the hands of the enemy.’® The Tartars had
also captured the royal tent, in which Batu Khan would later. at his
headquarters on the Volga, receive foreign dignitaries and the
submission of the Russian princes.”® The royal seal had also been
captured; it was found on the dead body of the royal vice-
chancellor.80

Batu Khan knew how to exploit the unexpected victory. With
the aid of some frightened clerics,®! he had a letter written in the
name of the king - he could do this as the royal seal was in his
possession82 - to warn the population to be aware of the blind anger
of the Mongol dogs, and not to leave their homes.83 Although he
(that is, the king) might have lost a battle because of unforeseen
misfortune, he remained hopeful that, by the grace of God, he would
not give up the good fight, and would destroy the head of the
enemy.84
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It was quite a letter. Batu wanted in a such a manner to
persuade the country’s population to remain - not to flee. His nomad
Mongols needed the agricultural population to stay in place, cultivate
their fields, and feed the conquerors. It seemed to be good politics.
However, the khan already had in mind the partition of the land, and
had summoned into his presence the commanders of all Mongol
forces operating in the country.8>

Prince Coloman headed on changed horses toward Pest, but
avoided taking the main road. He kept riding on dirt tracks in the
country in order to avoid his pursuers.86 Pest was a rather large
town by this time,87 with German inhabitants;88 they had begged the
prince to stay with them until at least their wives and children had
been transferred across the Danube to safety,89 but the severely
wounded prince did not have the peace and presence of mind to
stay.%0 He crossed the river, headed for Somogy county toward
Segiisd, where he died of his wounds.®1

The inhabitants of Pest had hurriedly begun to fortify their
town. They dug ditches, threw up earthworks, built woven reed
fences, but before they had completed their projects, the Mongols
appeared and put their haphazardly fortified town under siege.?? In
three days the Mongols had taken Pest and massacred the entire
population.?3 Thomas of Spaleto wrote that one could hear from afar
the “noise” of the killings. As if old trees in the forest were cut down
with innumerable axes, the howl of crying children and shrieking
women cried to heaven. There was no time for burials, nor for
meals to commemorate the dead. The Tartars had massacred every-
one in sight regardless of age or sex. Where was the chronicler,
Thomas asked the question , who could depict in detail the misery of
that most horrible day, who could report in depth on the suffering
and the loss of thousands of human lives?94

The Mongols had devastated the town - they had to burn the
remains of the thousands of unburied dead,? though many of the
inhabitants had sought refuge behind the stone walls of the
Dominican monastery near the town.26 The Tartars did not even
attack the monastery; they shot flaming arrows (matchsticks?) behind
its walls, burning all the refugees to death.%7
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